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    To those lost in the world of the unknown, hunting for a way to come to the light. You are not lost and we will find you.

 

 

"Trapped in a web of lies, their cries echo in the silence of the digital world. But every shadow hides a light, waiting to guide them home."                                                            Katlyn Rose
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Prologue
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In the beginning, you don’t notice the shadows. They slip in quietly, unnoticed, just a flicker on the edge of your vision. You’re too busy living your life, innocence cradling you in its gentle embrace. Life is simple. Life is pure. You wake up in the morning, your thoughts filled with the ordinary things, school, friends, the rhythm of daily existence. You’re taught that the world is a place where people are good, where kindness is the currency of relationships. But as you grow, something changes. The world becomes less gentle, the shadows sharper.

One day, a stranger smiles at you, or maybe it’s not a stranger, maybe it’s someone you know. Their eyes linger a little too long, their words hold a tone that feels unfamiliar, uncomfortable. You brush it off. After all, people are good, right? You don’t think too much about the way they seem to lean in when they talk, or how their gaze lingers on your face, your body. It’s nothing, just your imagination. You’re sure of it.

But it isn’t your imagination. It never was.

They call it grooming. Such an innocent word for something so vile. They start with compliments, small gifts, a sense of comfort. They build a world around you, brick by brick, until you’re standing in the middle of it, thinking it’s a place of safety. They make you feel seen, important, like you matter. And you do... just not in the way you think. You’re important because you’re useful.

One day, they ask you to do something small. “Take a picture,” they say, smiling warmly. “It’s just for fun. You’re beautiful, don’t be shy.” You hesitate, but the world they’ve built for you is so secure, so comfortable. And so, you take the picture. And then another. And then another. Each time, the requests get a little bolder, a little darker. But you trust them now, don’t you? They wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. They’ve told you that. You’re special to them.

And that’s how it begins.

Before you know it, your life isn’t your own anymore. You’ve become prey, hunted in a way that’s so insidious, so quiet, that by the time you realize you’re trapped, it’s too late. The shadows that used to flicker at the edges of your life have now consumed it. And those people who made you feel special, who told you that you were important... they’re nowhere to be found. Or maybe they are, but they’re not the same anymore. Their eyes are colder now, their words sharper. You’re not a person to them anymore. You’re a product.

This is the reality for too many. It doesn’t matter how it happens, whether through the glowing screen of a computer, the empty promises of a job overseas, or the seductive allure of fast money. The story is always the same. People are reduced to commodities, objects to be bought and sold, used and discarded when they no longer serve their purpose.

Cyber-trafficking is just one of the many faces of this monstrosity, a way for predators to reach into the sanctity of someone’s life without ever being seen. It happens in the quiet of a child’s bedroom, through an app on a phone or a message on social media. They think they’re chatting with friends, maybe a mentor, someone who gets them, someone who understands. And then the questions come, seemingly innocent at first. But soon they’re asked to share more of themselves than they ever should. A photo, a video. And once that line is crossed, the chains tighten. The threats start. The blackmail. “If you don’t do what I ask, I’ll tell everyone. I’ll ruin you.”

And they do. Lives are ruined. Stolen. Childhoods erased, replaced with the cold reality of a world where people are nothing more than currency. Every day, the list grows longer... of children, teenagers, even adults, caught in the web of someone else’s greed, their humanity stripped away piece by piece.

What’s terrifying is how easily it happens. The internet was supposed to be a tool for connection, for education, for progress. But for every promise it fulfilled, it also opened a door for the darkest corners of humanity to step through. Traffickers don’t have to roam the streets anymore, they don’t have to snatch people from their homes. They can reach into the most private, most protected spaces through the very devices we trust. And the worst part? Most people don’t even know it’s happening.

For those who are caught in this cycle, there’s a haunting question that lingers: Is this what the future holds?

Are we, as a society, moving toward a world where people are no longer people, but products? Will the future generations be born into a world where they have to constantly look over their shoulders, not just in the real world, but in the digital one too? Will the very idea of innocence become a relic of the past, a casualty of a system that values profit over people?

The answer isn’t clear. For every step we take toward justice, there’s another door opening somewhere, another shadow lurking, waiting to claim its next victim. And the system, the very structure that allows these horrors to thrive, isn’t going away anytime soon. There are too many people who benefit from it, too much money to be made. Traffickers, buyers, corrupt officials, they all play their part in keeping this machine running.

But it’s not just about the traffickers. It’s about the society that allows them to exist. It’s about the culture that turns a blind eye to suffering as long as it’s not happening in their backyard. As long as they don’t have to see it, they can pretend it doesn’t exist. 

——
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The world wasn’t always this way. At least, that’s what they used to say. I grew up hearing stories of innocence, tales of children who played in the streets without fear, of people who trusted their neighbors, of a world where being human was enough. But those stories have become just that, stories. The kind you read about in books, almost too far-fetched to be real. Now, the innocence is gone. Stripped away by a world that doesn’t care. A world that sees people as commodities, as things to be used, traded, and discarded once their value has been sucked dry.

I remember the first time I realized I was nothing more than prey. It wasn’t a sudden revelation, but more of a slow, sinking feeling. I had always been taught to trust, to believe in the good of people. My parents, bless them, raised me to believe that the world was a place of opportunity, that if you worked hard and treated people with kindness, the universe would return the favor.

But that was before the darkness crept in. Before I realized the truth.

The internet was my playground as a child. It felt like an endless sea of information, knowledge, and connection. I made friends from places I had never heard of, learned things my teachers couldn’t even begin to explain. It was beautiful, a world without borders. But I was naive. I didn’t know then that it was also a world without rules.

I was thirteen when it started. A message from someone I didn’t know. It seemed harmless enough, just a simple, “Hi, how are you?” People did that all the time online. They reached out, made friends. I had done it myself countless times. So, I responded.

Looking back, I can see the signs now. The way the conversation shifted, the subtle questions, the careful prodding. But at thirteen, I didn’t see any of that. All I saw was someone who seemed genuinely interested in me, someone who made me feel like I mattered in a world that often felt too big, too uncaring. I was a teenager, lonely and unsure, craving attention and validation. And they gave it to me... just enough to reel me in.

The messages became more frequent. They made me feel special, like I was important, like I had something worth offering. But slowly, they started to ask for more. A picture here, a favor there. Nothing too much at first. Just little things. They knew what they were doing, of course. They had done this before, preying on the lonely, the insecure, the naive.

I didn’t see it then, but I was being groomed. They were weaving a web, so intricate and invisible that by the time I felt its strands around me, it was already too late. And once they had me, once they had enough, they turned the web into a trap.

I wish I could say I fought back. I wish I could tell you that I saw through the lies, that I found a way to escape. But the truth is, I didn’t. I was scared. Scared of what they would do, scared of who would find out. Scared of being judged, of being blamed. I was a child, and they knew that. They knew exactly how to exploit my fear, my innocence, my desire to be seen.

That’s the thing about people like them. They don’t see others as people. To them, we’re just pieces on a chessboard, things to be moved around and manipulated. Our feelings, our fears, our lives, they mean nothing to them. We’re just pawns in their game, and the only goal is power. Wealth. Control. They strip away your humanity, piece by piece, until you’re nothing more than a means to an end.

Cyber-trafficking is just one form of it. But it’s not the only way people like them take what they want. There are other forms, trafficking of bodies, of labor, of souls. We live in a world where the powerful exploit the powerless, where innocence is not something to be cherished, but something to be stolen, sold, and traded like currency.

How did it come to this? How did we create a world where people can be used and discarded, where the most vulnerable are preyed upon by those who see them as nothing more than tools to be used for profit? We’ve become so disconnected from our own humanity, so wrapped up in the pursuit of wealth and power, that we’ve forgotten what it means to be human.

And the worst part? We let it happen. Every day, we turn a blind eye. We scroll past the news articles, we ignore the signs, we tell ourselves it’s not our problem. But it is our problem. It’s everyone’s problem. Because as long as we live in a world where people can be bought and sold, where children are groomed, where lives are ruined for the sake of profit, none of us are truly free.

Is this what the world has in store for future generations? A life where trust is a weakness, where the innocent are preyed upon by the powerful? Will it ever end?

I don’t know. I want to believe that it can, that we can create a world where people aren’t used, where innocence isn’t something to be taken advantage of. But it’s hard. It’s hard when you see the scale of it, when you realize just how deep the corruption runs. It’s not just individuals doing this. It’s entire systems. Entire industries built on the backs of the vulnerable, profiting off their suffering.

And yet, I can’t let myself lose hope. Because if we lose hope, if we give in to the idea that this is just how the world is, then they win. The people who prey on the innocent, who use others for their own gain, they want us to feel powerless. They want us to believe that we can’t change anything, that this is just the way things are.

But it doesn’t have to be. We can fight back. We can stand up for those who are being exploited, who are being used. We can make the world pay attention. It starts with refusing to look away. It starts with recognizing the humanity in every person, with understanding that we are all connected, that the suffering of one is the suffering of all.

I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to stop it completely. I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to create a world where no one is preyed upon, where people aren’t used as tools for other’s gain, but I do know that we can make a difference. We can fight for a world where innocence isn’t something to be stolen, where people are valued for who they are, not for what they can provide.

We can fight for a world where the next generation doesn’t have to grow up in fear, where they can play in the streets without worrying about who’s watching, where they can trust without being taken advantage of.

And maybe, just maybe, one day we’ll get there.

But until then, we fight.
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Chapter 1
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The door to the stables creaked open as I leaned against the frame, taking in the scene. The smell of fresh hay, leather, and horses had started bringing me peace. You wouldn’t think a woman juggling a national chain of gentlemen’s clubs, horse shows, and an ever-growing rescue network would find solace here, but there I was, back to the roots. Who would have thought that 600 acres with 200 of them being a small town would be right in my backyard?

“Morning, boss,” Doc greeted me, tipping his hat as he led one of the colts out for a run. He now sported a long braid that swung behind him as he walked, still as imposing and gruff as ever, but his grin was pure sunshine.

“Morning, Doc,” I replied, stepping out to meet him. “How’s our newest star?”

“He’s a little firecracker,” Doc chuckled, glancing at the young colt, who was prancing around like he owned the place. “Might have to keep an eye on him. Got the spirit of a wild one.”

“Sounds familiar,” I said, raising an eyebrow at Doc checking out his braid. “Days of old sneaking back in?”

He gave me a wink. “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

A small town popping up behind my ranch wasn’t something I’d planned on, but after the first sting, it was like wildfire. The people we rescued needed somewhere to go, and one thing led to another. Before I knew it, we had three facilities running and a thriving community growing. The back mansion, where it all began, was now under Kimmie and Dr. Emily’s care. Kimmie, bless her, had the patience of a saint and the energy of a caffeinated squirrel, which was exactly what the mansion needed.

I walked over to the paddock, where a group of kids were watching the horses, their eyes wide with excitement. Some of them were new arrivals, still getting used to the place. The ranch had become more than just a home for horses, it was a haven for people, too. Homeless children, survivors, the lost and the forgotten, they all found their way here eventually.

“Ms. Donovan! Can I ride Thunder today?” one of the kids called out, their voice full of hope.

“Only if Thunder says yes,” I teased, giving them a wink. “You know the rules.”

“Thunder always says yes,” they laughed, running off toward the stables.

I watched them go, a smile tugging at my lips. It was moments like this that made all the chaos worth it. The sting operations, the late-night phone calls, the harrowing takedowns of some of the worst trafficking rings out there, it all led to this. A place where people could heal, where they could start over.

And then there was Diamond Frost. My alter ego, my escape, my empire. The clubs were doing better than I’d ever imagined. What started as a handful of strip clubs, burlesque and drag shows on the East Coast had exploded into a full-blown chain. From New York to Florida, Diamond Frost was a household name. Well, maybe not household, but you get what I’m saying. The offers to expand west were piling up, but I wasn’t sure yet. The East Coast kept me busy enough, and splitting my time between running the ranch and keeping Diamond’s world alive was tricky.

Still, every time I stepped into one of my clubs, platinum blonde hair cascading down my back, wearing something tight enough to make even the most confident men stutter, I felt alive. Diamond Frost had a power that Charlie Donovan never could. She was fierce, unstoppable, and unapologetically bold. Charlie? Well, she preferred her jeans, boots, and the quiet life. The two worlds couldn’t meet. They just couldn’t. At least, not yet.

“Hey, boss lady, you thinkin’ about struttin’ your stuff again?” Kimmie’s voice broke into my thoughts. She was leaning against the fence, her curls bouncing as she grinned at me.

“What gave it away?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“The far-off look in your eyes and the fact that your hips started swaying while you were standing there.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Caught me.”

“You know, one day, you’re going to have to let Diamond take a permanent vacation. Charlie’s got her own empire to run here.”

“Diamond don’t do vacations,” I replied with a smirk and a southern drawl. “But Charlie might be ready for one.”

Kimmie raised an eyebrow. “You, taking a break? I’ll believe it when I see it. I still can’t believe you went back on stage after all this time.”

“Just had something to prove. Think it’s proved. And I am serious!” I protested, though even I wasn’t convinced. “Maybe after the next show.”

“Sure, sure,” Kimmie said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “And maybe I’ll start knitting on the weekends.”

I rolled my eyes and leaned on the fence next to her. “How’s everything going at the mansion?”

“Busy, as usual,” Kimmie said, her expression softening. “Dr. Emily’s been a godsend. We’ve had a few new arrivals this week, rough cases, but she’s got them on the mend. We’re thinking of expanding the medical wing.”

“Do it,” I said without hesitation. “Whatever you need, just let me know.”

Kimmie gave me a grateful smile. “You’re too good to us, Charlie.”

I shrugged. “Just doing what I can.”

As we stood there, watching the horses and the kids, I couldn’t help but think about how far we’d come. From the first sting operation, when it was just a handful of us working out of the ranch, to now, a full-blown network of people around the world, all working to take down trafficking rings, big and small. We’d taken on three major cartels and mostly come out on top, but this last fight was far from over.

“I heard from Rafe this morning,” Kimmie said, pulling me out of my thoughts again.

“Oh yeah? What’s our favorite paramedic up to?”

“Same old, same old,” she replied. “Running into burning buildings, saving lives, you know how it is.”

I smiled. “That sounds about right.”

Rafe Santiago was one of the best. After everything we’d been through together, he was like family. He lived in one of the roughest cities in the States, grew up on the streets, and somehow still managed to keep his sense of humor and honor. It was something I admired about him, and something I tried to emulate myself. You had to keep it light, or the darkness would swallow you whole.

“Doc says he wants to organize another horse show,” Kimmie said, changing the subject, trying to keep my mind off of Kit and Jack. “Thinks we could make a pretty penny off it.”

“Of course he does,” I laughed. “You know Doc, always looking for ways to keep the ranch on top.”

Kimmie grinned. “He’s got a point, though. Says we have some good contenders this year. Might even have a couple of racers. The ranch is getting quite the reputation.”

“Between that and the vineyard, I think we’re doing just fine,” I said. “But sure, let him run with it. The more people we can bring here, the better.”

As the sun began to set, casting a warm golden glow over the ranch, I felt a sense of calm wash over me. There was still so much to do, and this last battle to fight, but for now, at least, everything was in its place. The ranch was thriving, the clubs were booming, and our rescue operations were making a real difference in the world.

“Well, I should probably go check on things in town,” Kimmie said, pushing herself off the fence. “You coming?”

I shook my head. “Nah, I think I’ll stay here for a bit. Got a few more things to think about.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, flashing me one last grin before heading off toward the town.

I watched her go, feeling a mix of pride and exhaustion. Five years ago, I couldn’t have imagined any of this. Hell, just the last three that have been full of rescues and chases. Now? Now, it was my life. If I could just figure out where Diego Morales went.

Diamond Frost might have been the one to start it all, but Charlie Donovan was the one who would finish it. And as long as the two of them stayed in their separate worlds, I figured I could keep doing this for a while longer. Well, Diamond had to lay low for a while anyway, but who knows, a comeback could be just the revival my mind needed.

Just maybe not in stilettos.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The fire had burned for hours, casting an ominous orange glow over the Polanco City skyline. Even now, six months later, I could still feel the desperation and sorrow, and worse, the crushing weight of loss that followed us home. That night haunted my dreams, every click of the tumblers of the lock Calista picked, the heart with Kit’s name etched in it, and the hollow pit that settled in my gut when I was forced to leave without answers.

Diego Morales had been our target for months. A slippery SOB with connections that ran deep into the veins of Mexican cartels. We’d tracked him to Polanco City, where he lived in a lavish apartment complex, surrounded by layers of security, informants, and shadows. And we had him, or at least, we thought we did.

I stood on the balcony of my ranch now, watching the sun dip below the horizon. The memory of that night rose unbidden, vivid as ever. The last time I saw Diego was at that dinner in Mexico City, disappearing like a ghost while everything fell apart around us.

The problem was Diego Morales wasn’t just another trafficker, he was smart, ruthless, and always three steps ahead of us. Every time we thought we had him cornered, he’d slip away, leaving nothing but chaos in his wake. That night wasn’t any different.

The bodies, two of them, were pulled from the wreckage by the local authorities. Marcus and Sam had been the ones to see them first, their faces ashen when they talked to Doc.

“They’re gone, Charlie,” Doc had said, his voice barely above a whisper. “They saw them... on the gurneys. It’s over.”

But I couldn’t believe it. I refused to. Kit and Jack couldn’t be dead. Not like that. Not without a fight. But there had been nothing left, no evidence, no leads, nothing to suggest they’d survived the blaze. The fire had taken everything.

That night, at the dinner The Circle was holding, the local police had swarmed the scene in Mexico City, hauling me in for questioning. Well, Charlotte O’Donovan. All I could think about through the dinner, the interrogation, and the shock of seeing Vicky there, were the two bodies they’d found and how everything had gone so wrong.

By the time I was taken to the FBI at the U.S. embassy, I was numb. The agents there weren’t any better, pressing me for information about our operation, about Diego Morales. I’d told them everything, even though none of it mattered anymore. Diego was gone. Kit and Jack were gone. And I had nothing left to give.

Eventually, they let me go. I’d been allowed to gather my horses, round up the team, and leave. But leaving Mexico had felt like defeat. We hadn’t just lost Kit and Jack, we’d lost our chance to completely take down one of the biggest trafficking rings in the world. And Diego Morales had eluded us once again, slipping through our fingers like sand.

The ranch had felt different when I got back, quieter somehow. The team had been devastated. We were left trying to pick up the pieces. We’d fought so hard, come so close, only to be beaten by a ghost.

Sitting on the porch now, I could still feel that sense of failure gnawing at me. Six months had passed since Mexico, and not a day went by that I didn’t think about Kit and Jack. I’d searched for them, in my own way. Dug through records, followed up on whispers of sightings. But nothing ever came of it. The fire had erased them from existence, leaving only memories and unanswered questions.

“Charlie?” A voice broke through my thoughts, pulling me back to the present. Kimmie stood at the edge of the porch, her expression soft but concerned. “You all right?”

I forced a smile, though it didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Yeah, just... thinking.”

She didn’t press, but I could see the worry in her eyes. Kimmie had been here for me when I came back from Mexico, the aftermath, the rebuilding. She knew better than anyone how much that night had changed me. How much it still haunted me.

“Diego?” she asked gently, taking a seat beside me.

I nodded. “I can’t help it. Every time I think we’re moving forward, something pulls me back to that night.”

Kimmie sighed, resting her hand on my arm. “You’ve done everything you could. You all did. You can’t let it consume you, Charlie. Kit and Jack wouldn’t want that.”

“I know,” I said quietly. “But it doesn’t make it any easier.”

We sat in silence for a while, the memory of that night hanging between us. It was always there, just beneath the surface, waiting for a quiet moment to rear its ugly head.

“I still think he’s out there, you know,” I said after a long pause. “Diego. He’s too smart to have vanished without a trace.”

Kimmie frowned. “After all this time?”

“He’s patient,” I replied. “Always was. He’ll surface again. And when he does, we’ll be ready.”

But even as I said the words, I wasn’t sure I believed them. Diego Morales was a master of slipping through cracks, and after the fire, he’d become a ghost. A shadow that we could never seem to catch. I didn’t know if we’d ever find him, but part of me hoped, needed to believe, that one day, we’d get our shot.

“I hope you’re right,” Kimmie said softly.

I didn’t respond, letting the quiet settle over us once more. The sun had dipped below the horizon now, leaving only the faintest traces of light in the sky. The ranch was peaceful, the kind of peace I’d been searching for ever since Mexico.

But as much as I wanted to leave the past behind, I knew it wasn’t that simple. The fire in Mexico City had burned more than just an apartment complex, it had scorched a part of my soul, and no amount of time or distance could erase that.

One day, we’d find Diego Morales. One day, we’d have justice for Kit and Jack.

Until then, I’d keep fighting, keep searching. Because if there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that I wasn’t done. Not by a long shot.
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The faint glow of multiple screens illuminated the dimly lit room as Calista “Techie” LeBlanc sat hunched over her keyboard, fingers flying across the keys with the precision of a concert pianist. She was in her element, buried deep within the maze of the dark web. A few hours ago, she had been working on a completely unrelated project when she stumbled upon something disturbing. What had started as a curious dive into an encrypted chat room had led her down a twisted rabbit hole, one she knew she couldn’t leave unchecked.

Next to her sat Dak, Aria’s go-to tech genius and partner in all things digital. Unlike Calista, Dak was calm, methodical, and even a little detached at times, which made them the perfect counterbalance to her fiery, determined approach. Dak’s gaze flicked from screen to screen, taking in the lines of code, the cryptic messages, and the eerie anonymity that permeated the dark corners of the internet.

“I don’t like this,” Dak muttered, tapping a few keys to pull up more information. “This site, it’s too... clean.”

Calista frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Look at the layout. It’s simple, almost inviting. It doesn’t scream dark web, but it’s hidden deep enough that the average person would never stumble across it.” Dak paused, scrolling through the site’s code. “Whoever built this knows what they’re doing. They’ve set it up to look harmless on the surface.”

Calista leaned back in her chair, a knot forming in her stomach. “So, it’s bait.”

“Yeah. And they’re targeting kids.”

That was all Calista needed to hear. Her fingers froze over the keyboard, a chill creeping down her spine. She had seen this kind of setup before, but something about this site was more sinister than usual. It wasn’t just about luring kids into taking photos, it felt like the first step in something far worse.

“Start digging,” Calista said, her voice steely. “Find out who’s behind this.”

Dak didn’t need any further instruction. They both knew what was at stake. Calista’s mind raced as she considered the implications of what they were seeing. The site was carefully designed to look like a harmless social platform, no different from any other online chatroom for teens. But the layers beneath told a different story. Hidden forums, encrypted messages, and backdoor channels leading to darker places.

As they worked, the screen flickered, and more images surfaced. Calista’s stomach turned as they scrolled through the posts, photos of young boys and girls, clearly manipulated or coerced into taking compromising pictures. Some of the images were suggestive, others more disturbing. The kids were barely teenagers, their faces showing uncertainty, fear, and naivety.

“It’s a grooming site,” Dak said quietly, anger simmering in their voice. “They’re luring these kids in, making them feel special, like they’re part of something secret.”

Calista clenched her jaw, her fingers gripping the edges of the keyboard. “This is unreal. How are kids convinced to do things like this. It can’t be allowed.”

Dak’s eyes flicked to her, their expression serious. “We need more information before we start trying to dismantle this. If we go in guns blazing, they’ll just move the operation somewhere else.”

“I know,” Calista sighed, frustrated. “But we can’t let this go on any longer than it appears to have been going on. These kids... they’re trapped, and they don’t even know it.”

Dak nodded, turning their attention back to the screen. “I’ll trace the server, see where it’s hosted. But this thing is buried deep. We’re talking layers of encryption, proxies, and a whole network of fake IPs.”

While Dak worked on the technical side, Calista navigated deeper into the site’s forums. The chat logs were encrypted, but not impossible to crack. After a few minutes of decoding, she managed to access a live chat room.

It was worse than she thought.

The anonymous users were playing a dangerous game of manipulation, baiting young boys and girls to share more than just photos. Promises of friendship, attention, and acceptance were dangled like carrots in front of vulnerable children. And some of the messages were coming from kids who had already been pulled too deep, encouraging others to join them.

Calista’s heart pounded as she scrolled through the conversations. Whoever was behind this knew how to exploit insecurity. These kids were being groomed by people pretending to be their friends, luring them in with promises of exclusivity and secrecy.

Dak glanced over her shoulder. “You need to contact Aria and Charlie. Now.”

Without hesitation, Calista grabbed her phone and dialed Aria’s number. It rang twice before Aria picked up, her voice calm but alert.

“Calista, what’s going on?”

“I need you to get Charlie,” Calista said, her tone urgent. “We found something. It’s not a good thing.”

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line, then the unmistakable sound of Aria moving quickly. “Hold on.”

A few moments later, I was on the line as well. “I’m here. What’s up?”

“We’ve stumbled onto a grooming site,” Calista explained, her voice tight with frustration. “It’s set up like a secret social network, and they’re targeting kids. And it’s not just about photos, this thing goes deeper. They’re baiting them into sharing more, making them feel like they’re part of some exclusive group. Getting them to meet them offline. Some of the faces I’ve looked at are on a children’s missing list.”

“Do we know who’s behind it?” I asked, my voice sounded distant. I wasn’t ready for another operation.

“Not yet,” Dak interjected. “But we’re working on it. This is no amateur operation. The site is clean, buried deep in the dark web, with layers of encryption. Whoever’s running it knows how to stay hidden. Their servers change constantly.”

Calista heard my sharp intake of breath. “And the kids not missing?”

“There are photos,” Calista said, forcing herself to stay composed. “Some of them look coerced. We haven’t identified any of the current kids yet but based on what we’re seeing... this has been going on for quite a while.”

“Who does shit like this?” I exclaimed, my voice filled disgust.

“People who are sick and twisted,” Aria added. “We’ll have to keep digging at it nonstop. If we don’t find out who’s running it, they’ll disappear, and the missing kids will be even harder to find.”

Calista nodded, though they couldn’t see her. “We’re tracing the server now, trying to find a way in without alerting anyone. But it’s not something that’s going to happen overnight.”

I was not happy. “Keep us updated. And Calista... be careful.”

“Always,” Calista replied before hanging up.

The room fell silent for a moment as Calista and Dak returned to their work. They both knew what was at stake, kids being pulled into something they couldn’t escape from on their own. It now became their job to pull them out before it was too late.

“Got it,” Dak suddenly said, their voice breaking the silence. “I’ve traced one server. It’s bouncing through several countries, but the origin appears to be in Eastern Europe. I’m running a deeper scan now.”

Calista nodded, her mind racing. “What about the user logs? Can we find out who’s uploading the content?”

“Working on it,” Dak said, typing rapidly. “But it’s tricky. These guys are pros at covering their tracks. Whoever’s running this is hiding behind a dozen layers of fake identities.”

Calista felt a surge of anger rise in her chest. The idea that someone could be doing this, manipulating children, destroying their innocence, made her blood boil.

“We’ll get them,” she said through gritted teeth. 

Dak glanced at her, their expression grim. “I just hope we’re on the right track.”

Each passing second felt like a race against time, and the deeper they dug, the more they realized how vast this operation was. The site was just one small part of a much larger network, and the people behind it had built an empire on the backs of innocent kids.

Hours passed as they traced leads, cracked codes, and uncovered hidden files. And then, finally, they found it, a private folder buried deep within the site’s encrypted data. Calista’s heart sank as the folder opened, revealing a collection of photos and videos far more disturbing than anything they had seen before.

“We’ve got to find these people,” Calista said, her voice low and furious.

Dak nodded. “Agreed. But I think we’re going to need more help.”

Calista picked up the phone again, her hands shaking slightly as she dialed my number. When she answered, Calista’s voice was cold and determined.

“We found something. And it’s worse than we thought.”

“Dammit,” I replied. “What needs to be done?”

Calista took a deep breath, her gaze hardening as she stared at the screen. “We’re going to need some big dogs in on this.”

“Charlie,” Aria said, stepping up beside me. “This one feels different, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “It does.”

“I’ll fill Doc in, he might have some good techs that have some tools we don’t. This crap is not going to go away easily. They just keep popping up.” Aria’s face showed her contempt for this type of trafficking. 

I took a deep breath, feeling the fire inside me burn hotter. I wanted to reach through the screen and strangle whoever was responsible for this, but I knew we had to be smart. If we moved too soon, they’d disappear, and the kids would be lost.

“Keep working,” I said, my voice tight. “No stones unturned.”

“Understood,” Calista said, before the line went dead again.

I leaned back in my chair, staring up at the ceiling. This was the part I hated most, the waiting. Knowing that something terrible was happening and that I couldn’t do anything about it just yet.
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Chapter 4
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The air was starting to shift, that subtle drop in temperature that signaled the beginning of the “Ber” months, September, October, November, and December. It wasn’t much, just a little crispness in the early morning, but it was enough to make me pause and think. The end of summer always brought with it a certain kind of melancholy. Upon our return from Mexico, the teams had scattered, each one going back to their respective lives in LA, New York, Atlanta, and everywhere in between. We’d been quiet for months now, too quiet. And that was starting to get to me.

Sure, there had been the occasional check-in. Calista and Dak were holed up at the lodge in Atlanta, keeping an eye on the dark web, monitoring for any signs of trafficking activity. But nothing major had come up, until now.

Calista and Dak’s recent discovery was a reminder of just how easily things could spiral out of control if not monitored. A site deep in the dark web, luring in young kids, manipulating them. It wasn’t the first time we’d seen something like this, but it felt different this time. Like someone was testing the waters, seeing how far they could push before we noticed. And we noticed.

But as much as I tried to focus on that, what gnawed at me more was the distance. The team, Kit’s and my team, felt like it was falling apart. Everyone was wrapped up in their own sorrow, their own cities. LA, New York, Atlanta, there wasn’t much keeping us connected anymore, not like before. I hadn’t seen Jane, Sofia, Miguel, or Zara in months, they just drifted in and out of Atlanta off and on. Marley, Izzy, and Rafe were doing their thing in LA, and it felt like we were slipping away from each other. And I couldn’t let that happen. Of course, things here at the ranch stayed busy. Kimmie and Emily kept our little town running smoothly and Aria, Doc, and I worked the ranch to keep ourselves busy.

I had to remind them, remind myself, that we were still a team. Still rescuers, no matter how quiet things got. We needed that fire back, and I had an idea.

A barbecue.

It seemed simple enough. Bring everyone together, get them out of their cities and into one place. The lodge in Atlanta was the perfect spot for it, and it gave us an excuse to reconnect. I sent out the invites, making it clear that this wasn’t optional. Aria, as always, told me she’d already booked flights for everyone in mid-September. I had some things I wanted to talk about in person, and I wanted everyone there, no one on video chat.

One by one, the rest of the team confirmed. Even Homer and Jake, who I hadn’t heard from in while, said they’d be there. They now worked at Pop’s as security. It felt good to have something to look forward to, even if the reason behind it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows.

I was in the middle of finalizing the menu, ribs, steak, maybe some of that fancy grilled shrimp Doc had been experimenting with, when my phone rang. The number was unfamiliar, and from a law firm. My stomach did a little flip. 

I answered, trying to keep my voice steady. “This is Charlie.”

“Ms. Donovan, this Therese Jackson, one of Kit Thorne’s attorneys. I need to discuss something with you, something important. The sooner, the better.”

I sat up straighter, the sense of calm I’d been cultivating slipping away. “What’s this about?”

“I can’t go into details over the phone,” Jackson said, her tone measured. “But it’s something you’ll want to hear in person. Are you available tomorrow afternoon? I’m in Virginia, but will be in Atlanta conducting some business, I’ll be happy to meet with you wherever you would like.”

My mind raced. Tomorrow? I was heading to Atlanta in the morning, so location wouldn’t be a problem, I had some business with the Bureau but could reschedule that. Whatever this was, my gut was telling me to accept. I’d learned to trust my gut, and right now, it was telling me that this conversation couldn’t wait.

“Yes,” I told her, “I can be there. I’ve a lodge outside of Atlanta, I’ll text you the address. It will be more private. Late afternoon as I’ll be traveling in myself.”

“I have a law office in downtown Atlanta, I’m sending you the address now. It will be easier for both of us if you don’t mind.” 

Change of plans then. “Of course. It will still be afternoon before I can be there.”

“No problem. I’ll be free all afternoon, so come when you can.”

After we hung up, I sat back in my chair, staring at the phone. Devlin hadn’t mentioned anything about any legal issues, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever this was, it was about more than business and I wouldn’t need him. Virginia was where Kit’s vineyard was based. Interesting.

The next day came quickly, and before I knew it, I was driving into the city, my mind racing with possibilities. I parked outside the law office, taking a moment to steady myself before heading in.

Ms. Therese Jackson was waiting for me in a sleek conference room, her expression neutral but professional. She was a tall woman, sharp in both appearance and manner, with a demeanor that told me she didn’t waste time with pleasantries.

“Ms. Donovan,” she greeted me, extending a hand. “Thank you for coming.”

I shook her hand nervously. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to conference my attorney in. He was unable to accompany me but is now free in case there is an issue.”

“Certainly, if that makes you more comfortable. I assure you that there is nothing we’re going to discuss that is harmful.” She called out to someone in the office and soon a young man entered and called the number I’d provided. 

Devlin answered, introductions were made, a little bit of small talk and we began.

She wasted no time, pulling a stack of documents from her desk and placing them in front of me. “This is regarding Mr. Thorne’s will. Kit made some changes a little over a year ago, and I’ve been instructed to inform you of those changes now.”

A year ago? I felt a knot form in my stomach. That would have been right after one of our biggest overseas rescue operations. Kit had been... different after that. More introspective, quieter. I’d chalked it up to the stress of the mission, but now I wasn’t so sure.

Ms. Jackson’s gaze didn’t waver as she continued, “Kit made significant updates to his will, naming you as his primary heir. In the event of his death or disappearance, you are to inherit his estate, his corporation, and his personal assets.”

My breath caught in my throat. “What?”

She nodded, unfazed by my shock. “In addition to being his heir, Kit left very specific instructions. If he is ever presumed dead, but there is no body, or if he has been missing for a significant period of time, seven years to be exact, you are to ensure that nothing is sold or given away. His corporations are to remain intact, and you are to maintain control over them, approving transactions and overseeing operations.”

I stared at her, the words swirling around me like a storm. Kit had named me his heir? His entire estate? His corporations? This wasn’t just some casual decision. This was a calculated move, one he’d thought through carefully.

“He didn’t tell me any of this,” I muttered, more to myself than to Ms. Jackson.

“Mr. Thorne was a private man,” she said gently. “But he trusted you implicitly. He knew that if anything ever happened to him, you would be the one to carry out his wishes.”

I shook my head, trying to process everything. “I don’t know the first thing about running corporations like Kit’s. I can’t...”

Ms. Jackson held up a hand, stopping me mid-sentence. “Kit anticipated that. He left instructions for you to rely on his board of directors and key personnel. They’re fully capable of running the day-to-day operations. Your role is to oversee and approve major transactions, ensuring that his vision remains intact.”

She slid a paper across the desk toward me. “If, after seven years, Kit does not reappear or if his body is discovered, his corporation is to become employee owned. The attorneys and financial advisors have all the plans in place for that transition.”

I blinked, trying to keep up with what she was saying. Seven years? That was an eternity in the business world.

“And if we find him or his body?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Ms. Jackson’s gaze softened. “If Kit is found, alive or otherwise, his final wishes still stand. His team, your team, will receive significant financial compensation. Kit left instructions detailing how much each person is to receive. They will all be very wealthy.”

My mind was racing. Kit had planned everything, down to the last detail. He’d thought this through, knowing exactly what he wanted in the event that something happened to him.

“And the vineyard,” Ms. Jackson added, almost as an afterthought. “Kit wanted you to keep his vineyard and winery in Virginia. That was non-negotiable. He was quite adamant about it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, a small, humorless chuckle. Of course, Kit would want me to have the vineyard. He loved that place, and I’d only been there once, on a winery tour, talking about our plans for our futures, everything except work.

“This is a lot,” I said, my voice shaky.

“I understand,” Ms. Jackson replied, her tone sympathetic but firm. “But the will is ironclad, and the court has already approved everything. All that’s left is for you to sign the paperwork, accepting your role as Kit’s heir.”

She pushed the stack of papers toward me, along with a pen. I stared at the documents, feeling the pressure of what I was about to do. Kit had trusted me with his entire empire, his legacy, and now it was up to me to ensure that everything was done according to his wishes.

With a shaking hand, I picked up the pen and signed my name at the bottom of the page. It felt surreal, like I was watching someone else do it. When I finished, I set the pen down and looked up at Ms. Jackson.

“Congratulations, Ms. Donovan,” she said, her voice steady. “You are now one of the wealthiest women in the United States.”

I swallowed hard, the reality of it all hitting me like a freight train. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want Kit’s wealth, his corporation, his estate. I wanted him here, alive and well, standing beside me. But this was what he had decided, and now it was my responsibility to honor his wishes.

Ms. Jackson stood, extending her hand once more. “If you need any assistance, our office is always available. Kit left detailed instructions for everything, and we’ll help guide you through it.”

I shook her hand, feeling a numbness settle over me. “Thank you.”

The drive back to the lodge felt longer than usual, my mind replaying the conversation with Ms. Jackson over and over. What prompted Kit to do this? Why keep the vineyard and winery? And why hadn’t he come to me directly?

By the time I pulled up to the lodge, the sun was starting to set, casting long shadows across the pastures behind the place. Doc, who had come with me, was out near the small lake, casting aimlessly in the water, and I waved to him as I got out of the car. He gave me a curious look, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk. Not yet.

Inside, I headed straight for my office, pulling up my laptop and going over the list of things that still needed to be done for the barbecue. My mind was in overdrive, but I knew one thing for sure, we needed this gathering now more than ever. Not just for the team, but for me. For Kit.

The next few days passed in a blur. Aria confirmed that all flights were set, and the rest of the team started trickling in their confirmations. Marley, Izzy, and Rafe were all flying in from LA, and even Miguel, who rarely left Virginia these days, had agreed to come.

By the time the day of the barbecue arrived, the lodge was buzzing with activity. The grills were going, the smell of ribs and steak wafting through the air, and the tables were set with enough food to feed a small army.

But my mind was elsewhere. Kit, and that conversation with his attorney was still eating at me. I hadn’t told anyone about it yet. I think I was still in shell shock. 

Finally, just as the sun started to dip below the horizon, the last of our teams finally made it in. Grunt called “dinner ready” and we all joined hands as Zara gave thanks. Over a dinner filled laughter, and remembrance, I knew I had to fill the family in on what had occurred a few days earlier.
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[image: ]




Diego Morales sat back in his chair, the soft hum of computers surrounding him as he stared at the glowing screens in front of him. The air in the room was heavy with humidity, the lavish office looking out at the ocean off the Brazilian coast. Far from Mexico City, far from the mess of The Circle dinner raid, and far from the reach of the law.

But his mind, as always, was restless. And every time it wandered, it landed on one name, Diamond Frost. The woman he believed had ruined everything.

The way the raid had gone down, with pinpoint precision, led him to one conclusion, he’d been set up. That woman, Diamond Frost, whoever she was, had somehow orchestrated the entire thing. She had to have. The authorities had been waiting, the timing too perfect, and while he had managed to slip away, many of the other high-ranking members of The Circle hadn’t been so lucky.

He ground his teeth as he thought about it, his fingers drumming a furious rhythm on the armrest of his chair. Diamond Frost had cost him valuable time, resources, and trust. The Circle, his underground network of power players, had been thrown into chaos. He’d managed to regain some semblance of control, but it had taken months of careful maneuvering, schmoozing, and funneling money back to them to show how concerned he was. Cowards. And now, he was building things back up from his secluded base in Brazil.

Most of the others caught in the raid had either paid their way out or were still locked up, awaiting their own bribes to go through. He’d heard whispers of those who had been sent back to their home countries, making quiet deals with corrupt officials, ensuring their silence. But Diego wasn’t satisfied with slipping away. No, he wanted revenge. This puta, Diamond Frost, would pay for what she had done, and he would take pleasure in watching her life crumble.

His latest plan was already in motion. After the raid, organ harvesting had gone very far south, it had been an industry that had proven lucrative. He would miss it greatly. But it didn’t give him the control he still craved. It was messy, difficult to manage from afar, and he had lost key personnel during the raid. His people could not find any doctors willing to take any chances right now.

Now, trafficking was where the real money and power were. He had always known that. It was where The Circle had made its fortune, and it was time to return to what he did best.

Diego had spent months setting up an elaborate system, a web of connections spread across the world. This time, instead of relying on physical meetings and dangerous exchanges, he had taken the operation online. It was perfect. Groom the kids first, charm them, gain their trust, make them believe they were special, then, once they were hooked, set up a meeting where they would disappear, never to be seen again.

It was a flawless system. The anonymity of the internet made it easier than ever to manipulate vulnerable children and teenagers. They were so desperate for attention, so eager to belong, and Diego knew exactly how to exploit that. He had the best techies money could buy, scattered in various corners of the globe, from Russia to Eastern Europe, from the US to the Philippines. These experts ensured his online presence was invisible, untraceable.

He was untouchable.

The Circle was rebuilding, stronger than before, and Diego had plenty of new faces lining up to join. The money flowed in effortlessly, but it was more than just the financial gain that kept Diego focused... It was the power. The control. Knowing that he could manipulate, buy, and sell lives without ever being seen, without ever getting his hands dirty.

On the screen in front of him, a new batch of conversations scrolled by, chat logs from his most recent site. Kids, teenagers, talking to his groomers, believing they were connecting with friends or potential lovers. He smirked, watching the messages unfold. It was so easy. So disgustingly easy to lead them down the path he had crafted for them.

A new notification popped up, pulling his attention to another screen. His Brazilian techie, known only by the code name "Phantom," had sent him a report. The site’s traffic was growing exponentially. They had managed to lure in a record number of new kids over the past two weeks, many of them already close to the final stages of grooming.

Good.

The more kids they brought in, the faster he could feed them into the network. By the time anyone realized what was happening, they would already be long gone, whisked away into a life they would never escape.

Diego leaned back, a slow smile spreading across his face. Yes, things were finally falling back into place. And the best part? No one knew he was here. He was invisible, a shadow operating from the fringes of the world, untouchable by law enforcement or those who had tried to bring him down before.

His thoughts drifted back to Diamond Frost. She was the last loose end, the one person he had not been able to strike back at yet. But her time would come. He had people looking for her, trying to gather information on her life, her connections. She seemed to have disappeared, which meant she was scared. It would only be a matter of time before he found her, and when he did, he would make sure she suffered. He would dismantle everything she cared about, piece by piece, until there was nothing left. Just like he did with Senor Thorne.

Diego’s smile faded slightly as he thought of her. He hadn’t seen her since the dinner in LA where she first tried to capture him, but he had heard enough about her to know she was dangerous. Somehow she had managed to orchestrate that raid, and that meant she had resources, intelligence, and power that rivaled his own. But it didn’t matter. Diego was patient. He could wait for the perfect moment to strike.

In the meantime, he would keep rebuilding The Circle, expanding his empire, and making sure his enemies never knew where to find him. He had the advantage now. The world thought Diego Morales had disappeared after the Mexico City raid. Many believed he was dead, or at the very least, in hiding without resources. They couldn’t have been more wrong.

He was still making more than enough money for The Circle. More than enough to fund his revenge. And with every new child or teenager who vanished from their homes, lured into his web, his power grew.

Diego leaned forward, tapping a few keys on the keyboard. The screens flickered, shifting to a live feed of his latest recruits. A young girl, maybe fourteen, sitting in front of her computer, chatting with one of his groomers. She smiled shyly at the screen, completely unaware of the predator lurking behind the friendly messages.

He watched for a moment, satisfaction coursing through him. She would be easy to manipulate. They all were. And soon, she would disappear, just like the others. Another asset in his growing empire.

His phone buzzed on the desk beside him, pulling him out of his reverie. He picked it up, glancing at the screen. It was a message from one of his Brazilian contacts, a new shipment of kids had just arrived, ready to be moved. Everything was falling into place.

Diego stood, walking over to the window of his beachfront villa. The jungle stretched out behind him, thick and endless, offering him the perfect cover, the water before him, tranquility, and visible protection. He took a deep breath, feeling the weight of power settle comfortably on his shoulders.

He was untouchable.

And soon, Diamond Frost would know it too.

Revenge was a dish best served cold, and Diego was nothing if not patient. He had time. Time to build, time to plan, and time to make sure that when he finally made his move, there would be nothing left of her to fight back.

Turning away from the window, he returned to his desk, his mind already spinning with new plans. He had work to do, and the world was still ripe for the taking. The Circle wasn’t just back, it was stronger than ever. And Diego Morales was at the helm, steering it toward an inevitable reckoning.

Diamond Frost’s days were numbered, and soon, the rest of her world would know it too.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6

[image: ]




The sun was setting behind the hills, casting a warm golden light over the lodge. The smell of grilling ribs and steaks hung in the air as laughter and chatter filled the open space around the lodge. The barbecue had drawn everyone in, my team, Kit’s team, and a few others who had worked with us over the years. It was the first time in months we had all been together, and while it was supposed to be a celebration, there was something I needed to address, and I hoped it would not cause hard feelings.

I stood off to the side for a moment, watching everyone as they mingled. Miguel was leaning against the fence, chatting with Calista, who had her arms crossed and was giving him one of her famous “don’t mess with me” looks, but the smirk on her face softened it. Jane was helping Doc set up the food, and I could hear Sofia and Zara laughing about something by the fire pit.

They all seemed so at ease, so comfortable. But I knew that comfort would shift as soon as I said what I needed to say.

Taking a deep breath, I walked toward the group, catching the eye of Aria, who gave me a knowing nod. She knew what was coming. I had told her about my visit with Ms. Jackson, Kit’s attorney, but I hadn’t shared it with the others yet. That was about to change.

“Hey, everyone,” I called out, raising my voice just enough to cut through the conversations. Slowly, the group turned toward me, faces curious but relaxed.

I forced a smile. “Before we get too far into the evening, there’s something I need to talk to you all about. It’s about Kit.”

That got their attention. The easy atmosphere shifted almost immediately, the unspoken weight of his absence settling over the group. Kit had always been the force behind our operations, the one who kept us grounded and focused. Losing him in Mexico had been difficult on everyone attending. Dead or alive, we didn’t know, and with each passing day, the unspoken truth became harder to ignore.

I could see it in their faces now, Miguel, Jane, Calista, Sofia, and Zara, the ones who knew him best. There was a flicker of sadness, but no surprise. They had already started to accept what none of the rest of us wanted to admit.

“No one’s heard from Kit,” I said softly, feeling the lump in my throat. “He’s presumed dead. That’s what this is about, his estate.”

I watched their faces carefully as I continued, explaining my meeting with Ms. Jackson, how Kit had changed his will a year ago after our overseas rescue operations. How he had named me as his heir, and how he had laid out specific instructions in case something happened to him. The vineyard in Virginia, the corporation, the assets, it was all there, in my hands now.

Miguel’s jaw clenched as I spoke, his expression unreadable. Jane glanced down at the ground, her arms crossed tightly across her chest. Calista’s face remained stoic, but I could see her mind working, always calculating. Sofia and Zara exchanged a look, both of them quiet, processing the news.

“I didn’t know he’d done any of this,” I admitted, my voice quiet. “He never told me.”

There was a pause, the silence stretching out between us. I was waiting for someone to speak, to say something, anything. It was Calista who finally broke the silence.

“He had his reasons,” she said, her voice calm and matter-of-fact. “Kit was always ten steps ahead. He didn’t like loose ends.”

I nodded. “He didn’t want anything sold or given away, just in case...” my voice broke, “in case he’s still alive or we find his body.” I faltered for a moment, but I quickly regained control. “The corporation will be employee-owned after seven years if he doesn’t reappear or if his body is found. This will include you guys.” I looked at his original team members.

There were a few murmurs, but no one seemed particularly shocked. Kit’s plans had always been meticulous, and this was just another example of him thinking ahead.

“He was protecting what he built,” Miguel said finally, his voice gruff but understanding. “He wanted to make sure it was in the right hands.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling the weight of the responsibility he’d placed on me. “And I’m supposed to keep the vineyard. That was non-negotiable.”

Zara smiled softly, her voice gentle. “It makes sense. He loved that place. He would have wanted it to stay in the family. He considered you family.”

I nodded, feeling a small flicker of warmth at the thought of Kit’s vineyard. He had taken me there once, talking about the land like it was part of his soul. It felt right that it would stay with us.

Calista leaned back, crossing her arms. “We’ve got a good setup at the vineyard,” she said. “Similar to what we have here at the lodge. If you need help running it, and anyone wants to stay there, we’ve got things covered.”

I gave her a grateful smile. “I appreciate that, Calista. Really.”

As the evening wore on, the conversation drifted back to Kit, and eventually to Jack, both of them presumed dead, both of them leaving a hole in our group. We told stories, sharing memories of the missions we’d been on together, the close calls, the victories, and the losses. There was laughter mixed with the sadness, a reminder that even though they were gone, their impact was still very much alive.

It was good to hear them talk about Kit and Jack. I could see the respect in their eyes, the quiet admiration for two men who had given so much. And while it hurt to think about their absence, there was a comfort in knowing that they hadn’t been forgotten.

As the night began to wind down, I stood up, drawing everyone’s attention once again. I looked around at the faces in front of me, the people who had become more than just a team, they were family. And I knew what needed to be said next.

“We’ve been quiet for a while,” I began, my voice steady. “Too quiet. But we’re still rescuers, and that’s not something we can just walk away from. I know what Kit would say if it were me missing, he’d want us to keep fighting, to keep going, no matter what.”

I paused, letting my words sink in. “I don’t know if Kit or Jack are still out there somewhere, but I do know one thing, we can’t sit back and wait. It’s time to get back to work. These trafficking bastards are still out there, still hurting people, and we have the power to stop them.”

There were nods of agreement, the energy in the group shifting. I could feel the fire rekindling, that sense of purpose we’d had before everything had gone quiet.

“It’s time to step up,” I said, my voice strong. “It’s time to get things done.”

I glanced around the group, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Just as long as it’s not in stilettos.”

That earned a round of laughter, the tension breaking as they realized I was still me, still the same Charlie who had fought beside them these past couple of years. The smiles on their faces told me everything I needed to know, we were ready. Ready to fight, ready to rescue, and ready to take on whatever came next.

As the night wore on, the conversations continued, but the mood had shifted. There was a sense of unity, of purpose. We were a team again, and nothing could break that.

I stood back, watching as they all gathered around the fire, laughing and talking. Kit had trusted me to lead, to carry on his legacy, and I wasn’t going to let him down. Not now. Not ever.

We were back. And the fight was just beginning.

——
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The next morning, the lodge was quiet, save for the murmur of conversations and the occasional clinking of coffee mugs. After a good meal and some much-needed coffee, I found myself standing in the kitchen, watching the team interact. There was a warmth in the air, a sense of camaraderie that hadn’t been present in a long time, but underneath that warmth, there was tension, everyone knew we were preparing for something bigger.

I glanced at Calista, who was leaning against the counter, her eyes scanning the room, as if she was already calculating her next move. Dak was beside her, his expression calm but focused. They’d both been instrumental in uncovering what we were about to share, but it wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

Aria appeared beside me, handing me a fresh cup of coffee. “You ready for this?” she asked, her voice low.

“Yeah,” I replied, nodding. “It’s time.”

We gathered everyone in the computer room, a space that had become the nerve center for operations. Screens lined the walls, each one displaying various feeds and encrypted data, the glow of technology casting a soft light on the serious faces around me.

As everyone settled into place, I stepped forward, my gaze sweeping across the room. Miguel, Jane, Sofia, Zara, everyone who had been at the barbecue the night before was here, and they were waiting for the next move.

Calista stood beside me, her arms crossed, and Dak pulled up the website they’d discovered on one of the screens. The site was dark, unassuming at first glance, but we knew what was hidden behind the cute little landing page.

“This,” I began, my voice firm but steady, “is what Calista and Dak found on the dark web a few days ago. It looks like a standard chatroom, maybe even a harmless social networking site for kids and teens, but it’s much more than that.”

I could feel the room’s energy shift. The faces that had been relaxed just moments ago were now filled with curiosity and a feeling of unbridled impatience just beneath the surface.

“It’s a grooming site,” Calista added, her voice sharp. “They’re luring kids in, making them feel special, and then grooming them to send inappropriate photos. And that’s just the beginning.”

Miguel’s fists clenched at his sides, his jaw set in that dangerous way I’d seen before. Jane’s face was grim, her eyes flashing with fury. They all knew where this was going. We had seen it before. Trafficking, exploitation, it was always the same story, just a different approach. Each time, it cut deeper.

“This isn’t just some low-level operation,” Dak continued, his fingers flying across the keyboard as he brought up more data. “Whoever is behind this has built an entire network. They’re using the dark web to stay hidden, but we’ve managed to track some of their activity. They’re targeting kids from all over, anyone who has online access, grooming them, getting them to meet, and then the kids disappear.”

A heavy silence fell over the room as the reality of what we were dealing with set in. I could feel the pressure of accepting this job, but I wasn’t going to let it crush me. Not today.

“We’re not going to let this slide,” I said, stepping forward so I could face everyone. “This organization has four centers of operations, one at my ranch in New York, one here at the lodge, one at Kit’s vineyard in Virginia, and one in LA. And while we’ve been using these locations effectively, it’s not been enough.”

I saw a flicker of surprise cross a few faces, but no one interrupted. They were listening, waiting for me to lay out the plan.

“Each location is going to be updated with the latest and greatest technology we can get our hands on,” I continued. “I’m talking high-end, top-of-the-line stuff, some of it not exactly legal, but we’ve got people out there who have used it, and we’re going to learn to use it ourselves.”
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