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​ Chapter 1 – The Vanishing 

The newsroom smel ed of burnt coffee and stale ink, the kind of odor that clung to papers stacked too long in neglected corners. Gabby Hayes sat at her desk with a cheap styrofoam cup trembling in her hand. It wasn’t the caffeine that made her fingers shake, it was the list in front of her. 

Names. 

Dozens of them. 

Each belonged to a missing child or young adult. Most were Black. Al  were gone without a trace. 

She rubbed her eyes, staring at the highlighted dates. April. May. June. The numbers spiked in the summer, as if something had descended upon Memphis when the nights grew long. She had pitched the story twice to her editor, and twice he had waved her off. 

“Runaways, Gabby,” he’d said. “It’s sad, sure, but it’s not news unless there’s proof of foul play. Don’t go chasing shadows.” 

But Gabby knew shadows could kil . 

That evening, she drove south, past Elvis murals and barbecue joints, toward the parts of Memphis where the streets weren’t meant for tourists. The neighborhoods hummed with life,  children riding bikes, gospel leaking from church windows, but beneath it was a silence, a missing heartbeat. The absence of voices that should have been there. 

Her first stop was a narrow duplex on Mississippi Boulevard. The curtains were drawn tight though the evening was sweltering. Ms. Carla Johnson opened the door, her eyes swol en and red. 

“You’re the reporter?” Carla asked, her voice brittle. 

Gabby nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Gabby Hayes,   Memphis Tribune.  I’m here about your son.” 

1. 

​ Carla led her into the living room, where a photograph of a boy with bright eyes sat propped on the mantle. Twelve years old, maybe thirteen. A footbal  trophy gleamed beside it. 

“Marcus,” Carla whispered, fingers brushing the frame. “He walked to the corner store one night. Never came back. That was two months ago. Police said he probably ran away. But he loved footbal , loved his team. He had a game the next morning.” 

Gabby listened, jotting notes, but her chest tightened. She had heard the same tone in other mothers’ voices, that mixture of grief and fury that came when the world stopped listening. 

“Did you see or hear anything strange that night?” Gabby asked. 

Carla hesitated. Her eyes darted toward the window. “There was a van. Black. 

No plates. It sat outside the store. Marcus’s friend said two men in uniforms were talking to him, and then, ” Her voice cracked. “And then he was gone.” 

Gabby leaned forward. “Uniforms? Police? Security?” 

Carla’s silence was answer enough. 

The next day, Gabby parked outside a run-down church in Orange Mound. 

Inside, families had gathered in a circle, clutching photos of their children like lifelines. A grandmother raised her hand, her voice trembling with age. 

“My granddaughter, Tasha. Nineteen. Went missing after her shift at the nursing home. They say she must’ve left town. But she loved her mama too much for that.” 

A father spoke next. “My boy was taken from a bus stop. People say they seen him pushed into a white van. Ain’t no police report ever come back. They don’t care.” 

Each story bled into the next until Gabby’s notebook shook in her hands. Black vans. White vans. Federal-looking men. Always in the same neighborhoods. 

Always the same silence from the authorities. 

2. 

​ After the meeting, an older man slipped her a folded piece of paper. “You ain’t hear this from me,” he said, eyes scanning the parking lot. 

Inside the paper was an address. Industrial Drive. The location of one of the new 

“neural training facilities.” 

That night, Gabby sat in her car across from the building. Floodlights cast harsh angles over steel fences topped with barbed wire. The sign out front read  Mid-South Neural Research Center.  Construction equipment littered the lot, but she could see vans, black and white, parked near the loading docks. 

Her recorder buzzed in her lap. “This is Gabby Hayes,   Memphis Tribune, ” she whispered into it. “I’m looking at one of the new neural facilities. Reports of missing Black children may be connected to these sites. Parents mention unmarked vans. Federal-style agents. Police dismiss the cases. I believe there is a cover-up in progress.” 

The air felt heavy, pressing on her chest. She rol ed down her window for relief, but instead she heard the low hum of machinery, like something alive inside the wal s. 

Headlights flared behind her. 

A black SUV pul ed up across the street. The windows were tinted too dark to see inside, but she felt their gaze. The engine idled, patient, like a predator waiting for her to flinch. 

Gabby’s pulse quickened. She snapped off her recorder, slipped it into her bag, and started her car. She told herself it was nothing. Coincidence. But when she drove away, the SUV pul ed out too, its lights burning holes into her rearview mirror. 

By the time she reached her apartment, her throat was dry and her palms slick. 

She yanked the blinds shut and double checked the lock. On her desk, the list of names lay where she had left it. She stared at them, then whispered aloud as if the children could hear her:“I’l  find you. I swear I’l  find you.” 

Outside, down on the street, an engine purred softly before fading into the night. 

3 

​ Chapter 2 – Echoes in the Neighborhood South Memphis breathed differently. The air hung heavy, not just with the thick August humidity, but with the kind of weight that pressed on the chest, grief, suspicion, and an absence that left streets hol ow. 

Gabby parked her sedan near a row of shotgun houses, the kind with peeling paint and porches that sagged under decades of memories. Laundry lines stretched across backyards, flapping with faded shirts like ghosts waving surrender. 

She adjusted her press badge on its lanyard, though she didn’t expect it to matter here. People weren’t opening their doors because a journalist knocked. They opened them because they were desperate for someone, anyone, to listen. 

Her first stop was the Lewis household. A woman in her forties, Mrs. Angela Lewis, greeted Gabby with eyes that carried storms. Her living room smel ed of cornbread, though the table was untouched. 

“My baby, Devon,” Angela said, clutching a photo against her chest. A boy, sixteen, smiled from behind a birthday cake in the picture. “He left to shoot hoops at the park. Didn’t even take his wal et. Never came back. Police told me boys his age run off al  the time. Said maybe he joined a gang.” 

Gabby shook her head. “Did you notice anything unusual before he disappeared?” 

Angela’s voice grew sharp, bitter. “I noticed the same black SUV parked near the court two nights before. The windows were so dark you couldn’t see inside. I thought maybe undercover cops. Now I think it was them. Waiting.” 

She didn’t have to explain who they were. It hung between them like smoke.Two blocks over, Gabby sat in the cramped kitchen of James and Yolanda White, whose daughter had vanished walking home from choir practice. Yolanda twisted a handkerchief until the fabric threatened to tear. 

4. 

​ “She was only fourteen,” Yolanda whispered. “They say maybe she got caught up with the wrong crowd. But our Tisha was a church girl. Straight As. The kind who ironed her Sunday dress the night before.” 

James slammed his fist against the table, making Gabby’s pen jump. “I cal ed the precinct three times. The officer told me to stop wasting their time. Said girls her age ‘change their minds’ about their lives.” He leaned forward, eyes bloodshot. 

“Tel  me this: why did two neighbors see a white van pul  up next to her that night? Why did nobody check the traffic cameras?” 

Gabby’s throat tightened. She wrote everything down, every detail like a blade. 

By late afternoon, she had col ected stories from five families, and every one sounded like a copy of the last: a sudden vanishing, an unmarked vehicle, men in uniforms that looked official but bore no insignia, and the deafening silence of law enforcement. 

Patterns screamed where officials pretended not to see. 

As Gabby left the last house, a young boy no older than ten stood barefoot on the porch across the street. He watched her with wide eyes, then whispered something she could barely hear over the cicadas. 

“They take ’em,” he said. “Take ’em to the new place.” 

Gabby froze. “What place, sweetheart?” 

The boy pointed south, toward the industrial district. His finger trembled. Before she could ask more, his grandmother yanked him inside and slammed the door. 

Curtains fel  like a stage ending an act. 

Back in her car, Gabby let the air conditioning blast against her damp skin. She replayed the conversations in her mind. Vans. Children. Silence. A map was beginning to form, one that pointed straight toward those gleaming new facilities the city bragged about in press releases. 

