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“When we speak, we are afraid our words

will not be heard. But when we are silent,

we are still afraid. So it is better to speak.”

— Audre Lorde —
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Location: Indianapolis, Indiana, Southwest Industrial Area,  

Time: 11:22 p.m.

I don’t believe in monsters anymore—at least not the kind from bedtime stories. The ones that we tell kids that hide under their beds to scare them. It sounds silly when you think about it. There are no real monsters under their beds. But the stories serve a purpose: they teach children not to trust the wrong people. The kind who will hurt them.

That’s why I’m here tonight. It’s what I do. I hunt men who are monsters, and they don’t lurk under beds—they wear suits and polished shoes. They own small businesses, pass background checks, and walk your kids to school. They’re creeps—wolves in sheep’s clothing.

Tonight, I’m crouched behind a row of dumpsters reeking of old oil and trash. Rats skitter behind me, oblivious to the human predator in their midst. My Glock 37 Gen 5 rests snug against my ribs, holstered beneath my windbreaker. It’s a .45-caliber ACP—heavy, accurate, and unforgiving. Just like me.

An old warehouse looms ahead in the cold, misty rain like a rusted steel ghost. Rust streaks down its siding like dried blood. It’s the kind of place the world forgets—until a girl disappears.

In this case the girl is Emily Rhodes. Fourteen years old and missing for two weeks. She vanished walking home from a youth center. The police found her backpack in a drainage culvert near Broad Ripple Avenue. They think she knew her abductor. They’re wrong. She was taken—watched, targeted, and chosen because she was vulnerable. One of the foundations I contract with contacted me to find her. The trail has me led here.

I raise the monocular to my eye, and scan the warehouse windows. I'm about fifty yards out. The first and second floors are dark—no movement. But on the third floor, in the northeast corner, there's a light. I spot a figure pacing back and forth and gesturing on a phone. Another figure is seated, barely visible. I can only see the top of the head. Could be a girl. Could be Emily, I think. I won’t know until I’m inside. But my instincts are rarely wrong.

My pulse rises—not from fear, but from something deeper. The rage that’s still buried deep inside me. The same one that filled me the night I escaped. The one that still burns. I exhale slowly through my nose to relax, and press the comm in my ear.

"Noah, I have a visual. Third floor, northeast corner."

Then his voice. He knows what I’m about to do. "Got it. Indy Metro PD is at least seven minutes out. You want backup?"

I scan the perimeter again for guards and cameras. I don’t see any.

"No. There’s no time. I’m going in."

"Try not to get arrested," Noah sighs.

"Define arrested," I crack, then click off the comm, going ghost on him intentionally.

I draw my Glock and move out from behind the dumpsters, moving low and fast through the mist. I stay in the shadows of the warehouse, between forgotten loading bays. The grip from my Glock warms in my palm, alive with memory. Seven rounds loaded, three spare mags on my belt. I flex my fingers, as my training kicks in.

I reach the entrance, a rusted steel door with a broken padlock. I push it open. Inside, the air shifts. Mildew, smoke, and oil hit my nostrils. Dust swirls in broken skylight beams above me. Trash and bedding from transients litter the floor. My boots crunch on broken glass. Every step I take is calculated and slow. I pause at the stairwell, which is old and rusted, but intact. I grip the rail, and go up, quiet as a shadow. I reach the third floor, and inch the door open, slowly. It’s swollen and warped, but silent. I push it open enough step into a corridor and move toward the room where the light is.

I hear the voice of the man on the phone. "She was supposed to be moved last night," he growls. "I told you the goddamn van never showed."

Then, more anger. "I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I’m just watching her—"

He hangs up and curses again, then I hear another stairwell door open and footsteps approach from the other end of he room.

I flatten against the wall, Glock raised. I peek around the corner, and I see two men walking toward phone man—arguing. One’s older, overweight, sweating through a hoodie. The other’s thin, twitchy, in a leather jacket.

They enter the room. The phone man ends his call, still agitated. The three of them start arguing. Yelling at each other. I glimpse a young girl in the corner, seated on an old stained mattress. Duct tape over her mouth. Wrists bound, crying and trembling in terror. She has brown eyes open wide and a look of desperation.

That look. I know it. It used to be mine.

Emily. I found her.

Leather Jacket leans over her, hissing something cruel. She recoils.

That’s enough for me. I step into the room, Glock raised and pointed at them, stance square.

"Step away from her," I command.

The three men’s heads snap toward me. Sweatshirt growls, "who the fuck are you, girl?"

"Hands up. Now," I order again, not responding to him.

Leather Jacket lunges at me. Idiot. One squeeze of the trigger and a clean shot to the thigh. He drops to the floor, screaming.

Sweatshirt and Phone Guy bolt for the door to get away. I don’t chase after them. My priority is Emily.

I kneel beside her and say, "I’m not here to hurt you. I’m getting you out of here."

She flinches, and I pause. "Are you Emily?" I ask.

She nods,  her eyes are full of terror.

"I was where you are once. I know it’s terrifying. We need to move fast and I need you to trust me."

She doesn’t resist as I peel off the tape.

"Are... are you a cop?" she whispers, her voive shakey.

"No," I say. "I’m better."

I cut the zip ties on her wrists. She curls into herself.

The man on the floor groans. I stand and walk over to him and plant my boot on his chest. Glock aimed between his eyes.

"Who are you working for?" I demanded.

He sneers. "You’re not gonna kill me, are you, bitch?"

"No. I should. But the cops will want to know why you’re up here, all shot up and bleeding."

"They’ll want to know who shot me, too."

"You know who I am? My name?"

He falters. "No," he mutters. The grin fades. Good.

"I’m not—she’s not—I was just holding her. I don’t know names. I follow orders."

"Wrong answer." I press harder. "Again. Who are you working for?"

"A man named Victor, he pays cash. Hires nobodies like me to babysit the merchandise till it gets picked up. That’s all I know. I swear."

Victor. The name hits me like a punch to the gut.

Victor Hale. It’s gotta be. Polished shoes. Speeches. Smiles for the camera. Philanthropy. Power. Running for governor of Indiana. The man who once claimed to rescue me. The man I now suspect put me in hell I went through fourteen years ago.

I click the comm. "Noah, I’m extracting her."

"Indy PD is out front. You need to go, Sasha. Now," he barks.

I stare down at the man. "I should kill you," I say. "But that would be mercy."

I zip tie him and leave him bleeding.

I turn to Emily. "Can you walk?"

She nods. She’s strong. They all are, even if they don’t know it yet.

Sirens wail and die outside of he building. Red and blue lights pulse through broken glass. I take her hand. We descend the back stairwell that hoodie and phone guy took. We slip out the door and into the alley, into the misty rain and fog.

Another life saved. Another link in the chain exposed. But I don’t feel relief. I feel the fire building inside me again.

Victor Hale. The world calls him a savior. The man who rescued me. But I know better now. And the question that haunts me more than any other: Why did that son of a bitch choose me?
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Emily didn’t say a word on the ride back. She just stared out the passenger window like she was watching the world from outer space. She didn’t cry or ask questions, she just sat in silence, still as glass, the world blurring past in streaks of light and shadow.

Her fingers clutched the seatbelt tight enough to turn her knuckles white. She blinked and a tear rolled down her cheek. She didn’t wipe it away. I said nothing to her. I know the silence. It’s not shock, it’s a shield against terror.

I had given her my coat, and turned the heat up high. The poor girl was trembling, even in the warmth. At a stop light, I reached for the burner phone laying in the console, and punched Noah’s number. It rang twice before he answered.

“You okay?”

“Define okay,” I said.

I hear him exhale though his nose in frustration, or worry. He didn’t press the issue. He knew not to.

“Is she safe? Did you get her out of there?”

“I did.”

I paused and we went silent for a few seconds, the light turned green.

“Sasha, talk to me. You went ghost on the comms.”

“I intended to. I knew could handle the situation myself.” I hesitated then said. “I heard a name tonight.”

“What name?”

“Victor. It’s gotta be Victor Hale.”

Noah was silent for several seconds.

“Are you sure, Sasha?” he asked in a low voice.

“Oh, I’m sure. The guy I shot told me before the cops showed up”

“Wait a minute. You shot one of them?’ Did you kill him?”

“No. Just the leg. He’ll walk again.”

“Thank God for small wonders,” he said, relieved.

“Anyway he said someone named Victor was paying cash to arrange for girls to be picked up.”

“Sasha... did he say Victor Hale?”

“No, but it’s him.”

“Sasha, there are a lot of guys named Victor.”

“I know that. But there’s only one who stood on a stage, and waved my file in the air, and claimed he rescued me ten years ago. The only one who built a foundation, a run for governor, and a saviors reputation on the back of a fourteen-year-old girl.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“I think I’m sure.”

A pause.

“So you think Hale was involved... back then?”

“I don’t think. I know he was.” I looked at Emily, wrapped in my coat, eyes still staring out into nothing. “Look, let’s talk later. I need to get Emily to Maya and the safehouse.”

“Yeah, come by my place later,” he said.

“I will.”

We disconnect the call.

––––––––
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I got Emily to the safehouse run by a network of trauma counselors—women like me who don’t trust the system to protect girls like her. Maya is an ex-paramedic with soft eyes and a no-bullshit attitude, opened the door before I knocked. She didn’t ask questions, she just helped Emily step inside. She wrapped her in blanket and gave me my jacket back, and offered her hot chocolate, a cheeseburger and fries.

Emil stood frozen for a second, then sat at the table. She picked up the cheeseburger and held onto it like it grounded her. Maya would see that she got home safe.

It was just past 2 a.m. when I buzzed the lock at the back entrance to Noah’s apartment building. He buzzed back unlocking the door and I went in and jogged up the stairs two at a time.

At his door, I knocked twice in the rhythm we agreed on months ago. The deadbolt slid back and Noah opened the door. He’s wearing sweatpants and a hoodie—holding a mug of coffee in one hand, and a Glock 19 holstered on his hip.

The smell of his apartment hit me immediately—coffee, ink toner, and electronics. His apartment always smelled like a quiet war was being fought.

“You’re bleeding,” he said, his eyes scanning me as I entered.

“It’s not mine,” I muttered.

He closed and locked he door behind me. “You know,” he added dryly, “I actually said aloud tonight: Please let it be a quiet evening. The universe must have pissed itself laughing at me.”

I didn’t respond. I just dropped into his desk chair, exhausted, and stretched my legs with a wince. My ribs screamed. I probably pulled something pushing that door.

He brought me coffee. Hot, bitter, black. No sugar, like I needed it.

“You saved her,” he said, sitting down across from me.

“I did. Third floor of the warehouse, like I said. She was tied up and gagged, sitting on an old moldy and stained mattress. There were three men involved. Two of them ran away after I shot the one. He’s he one who talked. He gave me the name Victor. Victor Hale.”

Noah’s expression froze, then his eyes narrowed. “That’s not possible,” he said.

“It’s more than possible,” I said reaching into my jacket and pulling out a grainy black and white photo. I tossed it on the table next to him. “It’s factual.”

He picked it up and looked at it. It’s a surveillance picture of Hale shaking hands with a known trafficker in a downtown parking garage at midnight last month.

“How the hell did you get your hands on this, Sasha?”

“I was in that camera file you sent me.”

“I didn’t know it was him,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Jeez, Sasha. You know what this means?”

“Yeah, it means the man who stood on a podium, grinning like a savior, orchestrated the hell I lived through. He didn’t just fail to stop it—he built it.”

It was silent for a few seconds.

“You really think he was behind it?” Noah said in a quiet voice.

“Like I said earlier. I don’t think. I know.”

“You didn’t tell me you were looking for Hale again.”

“I have been. Okay? Off and on. And because you’d tell me to stop.”

“Because you’re not ready.”

I stood and shot back, “don’t tell me what I’m ready for.”

He didn’t flinch. That’s why he’s still in my life. He never backs down.

“If you go digging around Hale again, you won’t find just dirt. You’ll find concrete poured over bones. And trouble.” he warned.

“I’m not afraid of trouble.”

“No, but you’re afraid for what this will do to you.” He stared at me.. “You think you’ve made peace with your past, but you haven’t. You’ve just buried it under your purpose.”

He was right. I didn’t say that. I just walked over to his whiteboard, with strings and pins on it of our case files. The whole web of the nationwide trafficking epidemic. I picked up a red marker and wrote the name Victor Hale next to a blurry photo of a pale, hollow-eyed girl in a hospital gown. Me.

Noah stepped beside me and said, “so now what?”

“We dig and we go back to the night I was found. We pull every file, name, and shadow. Someone helped him cover this up, and someone still knows. I’d say more than one.”

“And Emily?”

“She’s safe. Maya will keep her that way,” I said, then my voice tensed a little. “But there are others Noah. There are always others. We both know that.”

He nodded slowly and said, “then let’s blow this thing open. Emily was one of the lucky ones. This is why we fight this Sasha. Why we work for anti-trafficking ops. So no more girls end up in chains.”

I nodded.

“Noah, Hale didn’t find me. He didn’t rescue me. He used me. The asshole made his name off of my scars. Off of my body. He’s no hero or savior. He’s a predator in a suit.”

Noah didn’t argue. I saw my words settle into him. I knew then he was thinking about his younger sister Maria. She disappeared eleven years ago. There were no witnesses. All that was found was her hoodie soaked in blood.

Noah spent two years embedded with anti-trafficking NGOs. He got shot in El Salvador and came home empty handed. Then he found me. I didn’t want a partner. I still don’t. But Noah listens to me. When I break the rules, he cleans the mess with words. He’s the only one I trust with the truth buried in hard drives and technology.

“If Hale is tied to this,” he said, “it changes everything.”

“No,” I said looking him straight in the eye. “It confirms everything.”

“You can’t go after him the way you do the others. Not without exposing yourself.”

“That’s not my worry.”

“It should be.”

I didn’t respond, and again he’s right. I sat back down, the Glock digging into my aching ribs. My wrists tingling with the phantom memory of zip ties. I’ve gone twenty-six hours without sleep and I won’t sleep tonight either.

I looked at the old news clippings on Noah’s whiteboard. One always leaps out at me. MIRACLE GIRL FOUND AFTER FOUR YEARS IN CAPTIVITY was the headline in the Indianapolis Star, on the morning of August 20, 2015

My face in the photograph stared back at me. I was pale and hollow. I walked over and tore it down. Folded it once, then again, and again. Until the words disappeared. I shoved it into my jacket pocket like a note I planned to burn.

They wrote their headlines back then. This time, I’m going to write the ending.
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The gun seems to kick harder than usual this morning. I adjust my stance and fire again. Glock 37, Gen 5, forty-five caliber ACP. It’s a bit heavy for a girl, but it fits my hand, and I’m no ordinary girl. Today, though, everything feels a little off—tight, like my skin doesn’t fit.

I pause and lower the weapon. The paper target sways, its center blown to bits. The scent of gunpowder clings to the air. My ears ring despite the headphones and the loud music playing through them. I fire again, and the echo of each shot crawls into memories of places I try not to revisit.

But here’s the truth: I come to this place to remember. To stay sharp. To control the thing that once controlled me. Every time I squeeze the trigger, I’m killing it—that something that tried to survive in me. The fear, the helplessness—the little girl who froze on the sidewalk that summer night in 2011.

I wasn’t born a killer. I was made to be one. Piece by piece.

I reload, slow and methodical. My fingers know this drill better than they know how to shake hands or hold someone gently. I don’t trust anything that doesn’t fight back. I fire at the paper target again and again, emptying the mag until the target frays into small pieces and drifts to the floor. It seems to quell the rage that sometimes consumes me—like today. And today, I woke up remembering it all again. The pain. The anguish. The captivity.

I’ve come here time and again to kill the rage. And here I am today.

It started slowly—after I got out. Talking about what happened didn’t help. Neither did therapy. I needed something else. Something that burned. Something that made me feel like I had power again.

So I trained. And I trained hard in every discipline I could think of.

Gun ranges. Self-defense classes. Krav Maga. Jiu-jitsu. Muay Thai. Karate. Anything that would teach me how to turn my body into a weapon. I studied men twice my size and learned how to bring them down with a single movement. I trained until my knuckles split and my muscles ached. I ran until my lungs threatened to tear open. I memorized every pressure point, every angle of attack. I went to the Arizona desert to shoot in the heat. Took classes that weren’t on paper. Learned from people who didn’t ask questions.

I pushed myself until my instincts became blade-sharp. Until fear became something I could hold in my hands and mold into strategy. I don’t have hobbies and I don’t take vacations. I hunt missing kids. I track them and their kidnappers down. I fight for them. And I get paid to do it by organizations who need me. I’m kind of like a PI—only more thorough. And every time I hit something, shoot something, break something, I build myself up again.

I have power again.

But I didn’t always.

Before the training, before the rage, before the control—I was just a kid. Small, scared, and already used to being forgotten.

I was living in foster care when they took me... I’d already been bounced around the system for at least two years by then because my mother... well, she isn’t a good mother. She never was. And to this day, our relationship remains—shall I say—strained. It’s the polite way to say I don’t trust her. Hell, I don’t even really know her. She was in and out of my life more times than I can count, usually high or chasing the next man who promised her something. Love. Drugs. Booze. Whatever her poison was that month.

But back then, I still held on to a shred of hope that maybe she’d come for me. That one day she’d show up—clean, sober, and smiling, and say she was sorry. That she’d wrap me in her arms, hug me and tell me she loved me and mean it.

She never did any of that. Not until I was found. Then she did it to make herself feel better. And once the headlines faded, she disappeared again.

The foster parents I was living with at the time weren’t much better. Oh, they followed county rules. We had food, clothes, a roof—basic survival. But I was just another head in the house—another paycheck. Another kid to keep alive until I aged out or became someone else’s problem. There were four of us there, all girls, all varying degrees of broken. We learned early how to fend for ourselves. Stay quiet. Avoid the outbursts and never show weakness.

I was small for my age—thin and pale, with a wild mess of dark brown hair and a mouth I couldn’t keep shut. I was feisty as hell, which got me in trouble more than once. It also made me a target in the house. The other girls were older and picked on me. My only recourse was to mouth off.

The night I was taken, it had rained hard. The Midwest humidity hung thick in the air like a second skin. It’s funny how I still remember the slick sound of tires on wet asphalt. The smell of damp concrete. I had snuck outside after dinner, needing air—space—anything that wasn’t cramped in a loveless house. I wasn’t supposed to leave the yard, but no one was really watching me anyway.

That’s when it happened.

I saw the van first, it’s lights were off, as it crept slowly around the bend in the street. It was plain white with no windows in the side or back. I didn’t run. I didn’t even scream.

That’s the part that haunts me most.

I just froze there.

It stopped in front of me and I watched the side door slide open. Two men jumped out and they were on me in seconds. One of them clamped a hand over my mouth. I was lifted up and carried like I weighed nothing. They shoved me into the van and slammed me face down on the cold metal floor. They held me down and shoved a cloth in my mouth. A bag went over my head and they zip tied my wrists. One second, I was standing on the sidewalk. The next, I was gone.

They moved fast—quiet and professional.

I screamed into the cloth they shoved in my mouth, but no one could hear me. No one saw what happened. And if they did, they looked the other way.

That was June 2011.

Four years—that’s how long they kept me.

People always ask me what happened during those years. The polite ones say, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” The sick ones, the assholes always want the details. Like they don’t fucking believe me. Some say that I was lucky. I survived.

Lucky? Bullshit!

Let me tell you something—surviving that wasn’t lucky. Surviving it was bloody hell. Bone-deep and brutal hell. It was waking up every day and wishing you hadn’t. It was forgetting how to cry because it never helped, and because no one heard you.

They called me Subject Five. That was my name there. My real name didn’t matter to them.

What they did... it wasn’t just trafficking. It was methodology. They wanted to train, break, and rebuild. They had a method—clinical, organized, and efficient. Like they believed they were fixing us. Making us into something else. Something useful for their own purpose.

I remember a room with red walls. I still see it in my dreams. There was a voice over the intercom, female, cold and precise, giving us commands like we were Pavlov’s dogs. We weren’t just prisoners. We were experiments.

Then, one day, I was out.

I wasn’t rescued. I was dumped. Left on the side of the road on I-70, just west of Indianapolis. I was fourteen years old, wandering along the interstate. I had no ID. I was barefoot. My clothes were old and tattered and I was covered in bruises. A trucker stopped to help me. He took me to Indy, to the police. The media exploded the next day at my sudden appearance.

MIRACLE GIRL FOUND AFTER FOUR YEARS IN CAPTIVITY, the headline read. I was a news item in 2011, locally and nationally, until my story got old and died.

That’s what they called me—The Miracle Girl.

I hated it.

I wasn’t that girl anymore. She died somewhere between year two and three of captivity. What came back... was something else.

They placed me in foster care again at fifteen. I stayed there until I aged out at eighteen. I graduated high school and got a job at McDonald’s. I learned how to survive on my own. How to train. How to walk again. How to talk without flinching. How to lie to therapists and make child services think I was adjusting.

But the truth was—I was planning. Watching. Gathering names. One of those names was Victor Hale.

I didn’t remember everything right away. Trauma doesn’t work like that. It locks your memories in a cage and swallows the key. But I remembered his voice. I remembered the way the others bowed their heads when he entered the room. Like he was a god, or something.

That’s why I’ve spent the last six years hunting monsters like Hale.

Not the kind that hide under beds. The kind that walk around in expensive suits. Smile for the camera. Pass laws with one hand while buying and selling children with the other.

People think I’m broken. They’re not wrong. I am. But the thing about being broken is—sharp edges cut deeper.

I leave the shooting range today with a name carved into my memory like a scar: Victor Hale. I’m coming for him. I don’t know when, where, or how. But I will bring him down.
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Early the next morning, Noah and I head north to Carmel’s city center—sleek, modern, moneyed. The kind of place that shines its shoes before stepping outside. Victor Hale's campaign headquarters sits at the edge of downtown, all glass and angles and clean lines—like truth might live somewhere behind those mirrored walls.

Hale is a master of mirrors. He built his empire on them—each one carefully angled to reflect only what he wants the world to see: war hero. Business mogul, humanitarian, and savior. The man who rescued a missing girl and brought her home after four years of captivity. The man who stood beside me in front of every camera in the country, his arm draped around my shoulders like some sainted father figure.

But now I see it for what it was. A photo op—a narrative—fucking bullshit, a lie. The mirror cracked ten years ago. I just didn’t see it until four years later.

We park two blocks away, close enough to walk, far enough not to draw eyes. Hale’s headquarters looms across from us, a glittering two-story architectural monstrosity framed by marble pillars and ivy-covered stone. A bronze plaque beside the entrance reads: Victor Hale for Governor of Indiana – Restoring Honor, Protecting Innocence. The irony of that is, it’s all bullshit.

I pull my hoodie low over my brow and step onto the sidewalk. I don’t want to be recognized by some idiot with recollection disorder. My boots are quiet. Noah walks beside me in a crisp navy suit, messenger bag slung over his shoulder. He blends in with the office crowd perfectly—slightly tired, slightly overqualified, utterly forgettable. That’s his gift. He can disappear into the background. I’ve never been that lucky.

“You really think he’s got something incriminating inside?” he asks.

“He’s a narcissist, Noah, and narcissists keep trophies. Articles and photos of the people they conquer. He’s hiding something, probably everything. Maybe names or the whole playbook,” I answer.

Noah scans the building as we cross the street. “You see the cameras?”

“Yeah. Front lobby and back loading dock. East wall’s got thermal sweepers. Blind spot’s on the north alley, near the utility boxes.”

“You’ve done this before,” he says quietly.

I glance at him and say, “That’s why we’re still alive.”

We split at the alley. I cross to the office building on the other side of the street. It’s three stories—a bank with its lobby on the first floor. I go in, take the elevator up to three and get off, and walk to the stairs. I climb to the utility door at the top. Outside, I step onto the roof and move to the side facing Hale’s campaign office. From this vantage, I see the offices and the executive third floor—no tinted glass, which, with binoculars, will make it easy to watch what happens inside his office.

I sit and watch for twenty minutes. Then the office door opens, and there he is—Victor Hale. His silver hair neatly parted, tailored suit, spotless. Smiling at two aides who follow him in like puppies. His palms open, posture precise. He still has that same poise. The same manufactured warmth. The same quiet menace behind the eyes. I see what others don’t—the dash of irritation when an intern knocks a folder off his desk. The bored look when someone speaks too long. The glance he gives—a cold, dissecting look, sharp as a blade. He used to look at me like that. After his brief meeting with them, he and they leave.

Seeing him again, I suddenly get lost in memories, and I’m not on a rooftop anymore. I’m fourteen again. In that beige-painted room I remember it too clearly. The faint, musty scent of old carpet mixed with the distant hum of fluorescent lights overhead. Sitting at a table too big for the space, eating cereal from a paper bowl while Victor stands behind me, hand resting too gently on my shoulder.

The room filed with reporters and cameras flashed from everywhere in the room. A woman from Channel 6 asks how it felt to be home. Victor jumped in and answers quickly for me. “She’s a miracle,” he says. “She’s resilient and strong. We’re just thankful she’s safe now.”

No one sees his fingers press into my collarbone gripping it like a clamp. Nor does anyone hear what he whispers in my ear.

“Don’t speak unless they ask you to. Understand, sweetheart?” he said grinning for the cameras.

Back then, I nodded silently. I was shaking and broken. But not anymore. Now I’m the one watching. And I will break him.

Back to reality. “Do you have eyes on his schedule?” I say into the comm.

Noah’s voice replies, “He’s two blocks away inside a coffee shop, sipping coffee and eating a danish. Tapping keys on his laptop. From there, he’s headed to a charity luncheon at eleven. That gives us maybe twenty minutes.” 

“Copy.”

I leave the roof and office building, and walked back across the street. Noah meets me, casual and brisk. His  messenger bag still on his shoulder holds a hacked RFID badge (Radio-Frequency Identification) and a compact lockpick set. We enter the building lobby and take the elevator up to Hale’s executive office on the second floor. Down the corridor, we stop. Noah hands me the badge without a word.

“Don’t ask how I got it,” he says.

“I would never.”

He pulls out the lockpick and opens the lock; the door clicks open. We slip inside Victor Hale’s inner sanctum. It’s exactly what I expected: sterile and curated. Medals in glass cases. Commendations from all the different military branches. Photographs with presidents, CEOs, and bishops. And all those smiling pictures with children—arms around survivors, orphans, and students. It makes me want to hurl.

But I see no sign of me. Not one single photo—not a trace. I was the crown jewel of his legacy. But he erased me. That tells me something. Something important. That he wants to hide me. But why?

We move quickly, bypassing two locked offices, until we reach the suite at the hall’s end. Hale’s private study—the double oak doors are wide open. Noah covers the door while I scan the room. Real wood paneling on the walls. Shelves of books bound in leather no one’s ever read, or will. An antique globe and a vintage bourbon cart. I head straight to the filing cabinet in the corner. It’s brass-handled, and unlabeled, definitely out of place among the designer furniture.

I try the bottom drawer; it’s locked. I pop it open with a pick I take from my boot. What I find stops me cold. A red folder stamped in bold black letters: CAIN, SASHA – EYES ONLY.

I pull it out with trembling fingers and open it.

Inside:

Newspaper clippings from the day I was found

Medical records, heavily redacted

Therapy transcripts I never consented to share

Surveillance photos of me. In my apartment,  and at the grocery store.

At the back—an unsigned letter, typed:

To whom it may concern:

Subject 5 has shown limited signs of memory fracture consistent with induced trauma. Continue monitoring exposure to names, especially those affiliated with Phase I (see attached). Risk level remains LOW. Recommend media saturation to distract from legal inquiry. Emotional instability can be used as a deterrent to discredit if needed.

Subject 5. My throat burns reading that as Noah stands beside me.

“He didn’t save me,” I whispered. “The bastard studied me. My entire rescue was a fucking sham, just as I thought. It was all planned out, Noah. Me had me dumped on the interstate—paid that trucker to pick me up and take me to the police.”

Noah’s eyes widen as he reads over my shoulder. “This was never about helping you,” he says.

“No. It was all about control—about what I might remember.”

I flip to the final page. A list of names, most of them crossed out. One was circled in red: Detective Lena Morales.

We hear footsteps in the hall. Voices and a key unlocking the door.

Noah snaps the folder shut and slides it into his bag. I wipe the drawer clean, close it, and we move—fast—out the side door and into the hall. We go down the stairwell, past cleaning carts and staff who don’t look twice. In seconds, we’re back in the alley. Just two more bodies moving through the noise of the city.

That night, I sit alone in my apartment. Glock across my lap. File spread open on the coffee table. I study every piece of paper. Victor Hale’s signature is on nothing, but his fingerprints are on everything. And at the center of it: Detective Lena Morales. The only cop who ever asked real questions. The one who vanished from the force less than a year after I was found.

She may be the only one left who knows the truth. Or she might be buried in the same lies that swallowed me whole. But I have a name now. A direction—Lena Morales. I’m done being someone’s subject. It’s my turn to study the monster. And when I break the mirror this time... I’m taking the whole house down with it.
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The city never sleeps, it just shifts in tone. By nightfall, the streetlights blink and pulse, then come on. The never-ceasing hum of traffic on I-465 I constantly hear seeps into my apartment like background music. Even the silence here feels crowded.

I haven’t slept in two nights. Every time I close my eyes, I see the words on that file: Subject 5. I was nothing but a classification. A label. A lie that ran deeper than my scars. Victor Hale didn’t save me or rescue a lost child from the pit. He took ownership of me for four years. I was his data—his fucking experiment.

But not everyone fell for the illusion. I’m talking about then Detective Lena Morales. The name circled in red ink in Victor’s file. The only cop listed who tried to ask questions. The one who was forced into retirement under a cloud of “erratic behavior” and “paranoia.” And now, thanks to four hours of cross-database searches and a string of outdated VFW newsletters, I know where she drinks. A bar called the Rusted Elk—every Thursday.

The Rusty sits on Prospect Street, where most of the city forgets itself after dark. Streetlamps buzz like hornets. Sidewalks buckle and are broken everywhere. Graffiti and mildew wrestle for space on every wall on vacant buildings. There’s no sign out front of the place, just a rusted metal deer bolted above a steel door.

I push inside and I’m immediately hit by the Amber light and secondhand secrets in the place. The place still has a jukebox, over in the corner and it’s playing something slow and full of regret. Old vinyl booths line the walls and sag like tired shoulders. Eight people are inside. Four at the dartboard. Two in the back, watching a muted spring training game, and one woman at the bar, alone. I know her instantly.

She’s older now and somehow looks smaller, like time’s been gnawing at her. But her eyes are sharp, and still scanning. Her hair has gone gray at the edges, pulled back in a no-nonsense bun. She has on a brown leather jacket with fraying cuffs and sips her drink like it’s not about the taste—it’s a ritual. Lena Morales.

I sit two stools down and order whiskey on the rocks. The bartender, a broad man with a limp and more tattoos than teeth, he barely glances up.

The moment stretches. Lena doesn’t look at me. So I speak first.

“Your file said you went crazy.”

She stills. For a long moment, and doesn’t move a muscle. The barkeep puts my drink in front of me.

Then she turns her head, eyes narrowing on me like a laser. “I was wondering,” she says slowly, “how long it would take for someone to find me.”

“I’m Sasha Cain.”

Silence.

Then she releases a long breath through her nose, and it sounds like her soul is releasing something. “I know who you are,” she says, looking straight ahead and sipping her drink.

She didn’t look at me, she motions for me to follow her and leads me to a booth in the far corner, out of earshot. Her gait is deliberate and cautious, but not frail. She hasn’t forgotten how to carry a badge—even if the badge forgot her.

I reach into my coat and pull out the red folder and set it on the table in front of her. She doesn’t touch it, she looks at it for several seconds like it might bite her.

“I found this in Hale’s office,” I said. “It says you filed a complaint. That you tried to warn Internal Affairs.”

“I did,” she says flatly. “Twice. The first time, they buried it. The second time, they buried me.”

“You mentioned Phase I in your report.”

Her gaze sharpens. “You read that?”

“I read everything. They didn’t redact it well.”

She leans back and looks at me. Her fingers twitch like they’re still used to holding a service weapon. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, Cain. You think this is just about Victor Hale? He’s not the spider. He’s the silk,” she said.

“Then who is? The spider.”

“I don’t know.” Her voice lowers. “Ya know that’s the worst part. I got close enough to smell the rot—but not close enough to name it—to find it. I had one asset inside Hale’s security firm. She went dark after three weeks.”

“You think she was murdered?”

“I think she was disappeared. Same thing.”

I nod toward the file. “This calls me Subject 5. That implies there were others. Do you know who they were?” I ask.

She paused. “I know of one, Sasha. Her name was Mira Dalton. She disappeared when she was twelve. Then reappeared two years later in a hospital in Oklahoma City. She was incoherent when she was found. Her parents had died in a car accident a year earlier. So she ended up in foster care, then a group home. When she was sixteen, she hung herself.”

“Sixteen?”

“Yeah. Sad, right?”

“Why wasn’t it in the news?”

Lena’s laugh was hollow. “Because it didn’t fit the narrative,” she said. “No reunion photo op, press conference, or smiling savior. Just a broken girl screaming about masks and a man who smelled like cigarettes and cinnamon gum.”

My memory recoils. “I know that smell,” I said quietly.

Lena leans forward and says, “So do I.”

She reaches into her jacket and pulls out a cracked old flash drive and sets it on the table, gently, like it’s a relic from a lost war.

“I made copies of everything. It’s all on here,” she says. “I did it before they raided my desk. I knew they were coming. Call it instinct.”

“What’s on it?”

“Three things. A list of donors tied to child recovery ‘charities’—Hale’s name is on two of them. A phone recording where he talks about using your case to deflect attention from a court inquiry. And an old file about Phase II.”

“What’s Phase II?”

She stares at me for a couple of seconds and says, “I think it’s what happens when the survivors don’t forget.”

I pause for a second and look at her.

“Why are you giving this to me?” I asked.

“Because I’m not the one who can burn it all down anymore. But you? You’re already halfway to hell with a torch in your hand, Sasha.”

“Do these drives give me any information about who might be the spider and what would lead me to them?” I questioned.

“Like I said, no.” She nods and we get up and leave. I pick up the file and shove it back in my jacket and put the flash drive in my bluejeans pocket.

“I know the police has this information too,” I said.

“Of course, they do. But they’re not actively investigating any of it.”

Outside, we step into the alley next to the bar. A cold late February wind curls through the alley. A cat yowls two stories up. Lena lights a cigarette, but her other hand never strays far from her hip—habit of an old badge.

Before I leave, she stops me.

“Sasha.”

I turned.

“If you’re serious about bringing Hale down... don’t go to the courts. Don’t run to the press. They’ll eat your proof, bury your story,  and call you crazy just like they did to me.”

I nod but say nothing.

She exhales smoke and looks me dead in the eye.

“Don’t knock on doors. Kick them in girl. Kick the hell out of them. Always keep in mind, Hale is not afraid of the law, because he is the law.”

I walk away, and drive home in silence. Once inside my apartment, I lock the door, draw the blinds, and slide the Glock from under my coat and lay it on the coffee table. There’s no sign of Noah either he must have called it a day.

I sit on my couch with the flash drive, staring at it like it’s a loaded chamber. On it: answers. Maybe hope. But also fuel. Because I’m not taking this to the cops. I’m not leaking it online. I’m building a case of my own. One that ends not in court—but with Hale looking me in the eye, down he barrel of my gun when the empire he built on my back finally collapses beneath him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SIX


[image: ]




Lena’s flash drive gave me a name. Callie Rourke. Born Callista Jane Rourke, 2002. Reported missing at age ten from a gas station in Vincennes, Indiana. Found two years later—barefoot and wild-eyed—walking along the shoulder of I-70 near Richmond. She was nonverbal and covered in bruises, with signature marks scarring her wrists and ankles like she’d been shackled. Hospitalized briefly. Then she disappeared again—this time into the state’s foster system.

Gone. No trace of her in any file I could access. I couldn’t even find her name in any social services data base. It was like she’d been scrubbed from the system entirely. Except for one. Buried deep in an academic archive from a 2018 child psychology conference. I found a single abstract submitted by a PhD student from Purdue. It referenced a Rourke Case Study, describing symptoms of extreme dissociation and complete detachment from the self—linked directly to suspected captivity and trauma-based behavioral suppression.

The student was Emily Norrin. I tracked her name down and she’s now a licensed trauma counselor practicing in Fishers, Indiana.
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