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Author’s Note:

At the time of completion of Neon Shadows, about 2,300 people go missing daily. Most of them are children, many of them are never found.

Although Neon Shadows tends to be dark and sometimes disturbing, I chose to keep the story light so that anyone who reads it will enjoy it and still understand the depth of human trafficking. It is totally fictitious.

Trafficking is a world-wide crime that destroys the lives of the victims involved and their families. It is an industry that is left mostly unchecked and has grown to be one of the most financially lucrative businesses in the world.

Many of the people who go missing are found or reappear in society, but just as many are never seen or heard from again. Some are murdered, some just choose to drop out of life, while many of the missing are stolen and sold into slavery of some form and live a life of hell on earth.

This story was inspired by a journal entry of mine from my early 20s about two of my friends going to another state to work as Gogo dancers. I never saw or heard from them again. Whether they chose to stay and just didn’t make contact, or whether they were taken and couldn’t make contact is something only the Lord above knows. I pray they chose to stay.

I want people who read this to understand the world of human trafficking and that it is an industry that is hard to destroy because of its covertness. It affects every aspect of life, from wealthy to poor. College, spring break, vacations, a walk through the park, no place is safe if a victim has been chosen.

I hope you enjoy the story as it is a fun and exciting read, and I hope it will make you more aware of yourself and your surroundings. Share with a friend to help put an end to human trafficking. The only way to stop this horrific crime is to make people aware.
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Two years ago

In the haze of the Atlanta night, where the neon glow of strip clubs cast long shadows and whispers of broken dreams linger in the air, I found myself caught in the throes of a desperate choice. "Sometimes a girl has to do what a girl has to do," I muttered to myself, the bitter taste of disillusionment lingering on my lips. 

With my dreams of Hollywood fame shattered and my pockets empty, I knew that hooking wasn't an option. I couldn't bear the thought of selling my body for a few fleeting moments of false affection. So, I turned to the stage, still selling my body, where the allure of being a stripper promised a semblance of the limelight and control in a world where control was a commodity bought and sold. 

Yes, even as a girl born into wealth and privilege, I was learning the hard way that life's twists and turns spare no one. I was learning that the grownup world, at the age of sixteen, was vastly different than I imagined. 

So here I am getting ready to strut my stuff under the glaring lights of the club. If I'm lucky, I won’t break my neck on the mile high stilettos I’m wearing. The music blares, the drinks flow, and the nightly battle begins. Oh, the joys of being a stripper, the epitome of class and grace.

But hey, who am I to judge? I'm just here to entertain, right? It's not like I have dreams or aspirations beyond twirling around a pole for a bunch of horny strangers. Nope, definitely not.

As much as I love being the star of the show, let me tell you, the glitter and glam of the strip club life ain't all it's cracked up to be. Picture this, a dimly lit room, thumping music that's one step away from bursting your eardrums, and a bunch of rowdy men waving dollar bills like they're at a discount store on Black Friday. Yep, that's my office.

Who am I to complain? I get to strut my stuff on stage, twirl around a pole like a circus acrobat, and make it rain with cash, all in the name of entertainment, right? Oh, the glamorous life of a stripper.

Did I mention the wardrobe? Gotta love squeezing into those skimpy outfits, feeling like a human sausage. At least it's a great workout trying to avoid a wardrobe malfunction every five seconds. Who needs the gym when you've got stilettos and a thong?

And we should never forget the lovely patrons. You've got your regulars who think they're God's gift to women, the bachelor parties where things can get a little too wild for comfort, a lot of men leering like they've never seen a woman before, and the occasional creepy dude who gives you the heebie-jeebies just by looking at you. Ah, the joys of customer service in the adult entertainment industry.

But it's not all bad. I've got a couple of girls by my side, and we've got each other's backs through thick and thin. And at the end of the night, when the lights dim and the music fades, we're just a bunch of regular gals trying to make a living in a world that loves to judge us. So, here's to us, the unsung heroes of the night, the queens of the pole. Cheers to another night of glitter, sweat, and dollar bills.

It pays the bills, right? And who needs dignity when you've got rent to pay? So here I am, shaking what my mama gave me for a few measly dollars and a whole lot of regret. Cheers to another night in paradise.

I stepped onto the stage, the harsh glare of the spotlight blinding me momentarily as it highlighted me on center stage. The pulsating beat of the music filled the room, drowning out the murmurs of the crowd as they eagerly awaited the start of my performance. Taking a deep breath, I plastered on a smile, forcing myself to exude confidence despite the churning in my stomach.

As the music swelled, I began to move, my body swaying to the rhythm, in time with the pulsing bass. Each step felt like a battle against the prying eyes of the audience, their hungry stares burning into my skin like a branding iron. I could feel their gaze bearing down on me, stripping away any semblance of privacy or dignity.

The catcalls and whistles began almost immediately, the lewd comments and crude gestures raining down upon me like a million hot needles. It was as if I were nothing more than a piece of meat, a plaything to be ogled and abused at their leisure.

But I refused to let their lecherous behavior break me. With every step, every movement, I fought to reclaim a sense of self, to assert that personal self in the face of their unrelenting jeering. I may be here to entertain, but that didn't give them the right to treat me less than a human.

As I danced, I felt anger rising within me, a simmering rage at the injustice of it all. How dare they reduce me to nothing more than a set of curves and a pretty face? How dare they presume to judge me based solely on my appearance? The anger showed in my dancing, exciting the savages even more.

Despite my best efforts, their stares continued to pull me low, threatening to crush me beneath their single-minded glares. It was as if they were trying to strip away every last vestige of my dignity, leaving me exposed and vulnerable before their ravenous gaze.

Yet deep within the anger, there was a flicker of defiance, a determination to rise above the degradation and reclaim my sense of self-worth. With each twirl and spin, I felt a small victory, a reminder that I was more than just a dancer, more than just an object of desire.

I refused to let them win. With every movement, every gesture, I fought back against the looks of depravity, reclaiming my power one step at a time. And as the final notes of the music faded away, I stepped off the stage, my head held high and my spirit unbroken. For in that moment, I had proven to myself, and to them, that I was more than just a dancer, I was a force to be reckoned with, a woman with strength beyond measure. And no amount of ogling or lewd comments could ever take that away from me. On that night, I became Diamond Frost. 

So let me tell you about myself or at least what other people tell me about myself. 

People say that I am a strikingly beautiful woman who commands attention wherever I go. I stand at 5'10" and am the proud owner of a statuesque figure that is tall and slender, yet well-proportioned. My long, luxurious hair cascades down my back in soft waves, a rich chestnut brown with natural highlights that catch the light and offer peeks of golden highlights. My complexion is a warm olive tone, hinting at a heritage that comes from the Mediterranean.

I’ve been told that my eyes are one of my most captivating features, bedroom eyes, as they're often described, in a deep shade of hazel that shifts between green and gold depending on the light. These eyes, framed by long, dark lashes, have a sultry, inviting look that can turn icy cold when the situation demands it.

My grandmother always commented on my facial features, telling me they are striking. High cheekbones, a perfectly sculpted nose, and full, sensual lips that are often painted in shades of red or nude, depending on my mood or the occasion. I know I have a radiant smile that can be both disarming and dangerous.

I am endowed enough to be alluring without being overly pronounced, which is good for the industry I work in. My waist is slim, flaring out to hips that give me a classic hourglass figure. I’m somewhat athletic, maintaining a toned physique that comes from dancing every night. My long legs are accentuated by the stilettos I wear, adding to my already imposing height and graceful presence.

I have become a blend of charm and steel. On the surface, I am the quintessential femme fatale, seductive, confident, and always in control. I have begun to use my beauty and allure to work the customers of strip clubs with ease, knowing exactly how to play my body to get what I want.

Beneath my steely cold outside, lies a woman of immense strength and passion. I am fiercely intelligent, with a strategic mind that has helped me survive and thrive in this environment. I am also deeply empathetic, driven by a desire to protect those who cannot protect themselves, a trait that often puts me at odds with the ruthless world I work in.

So here I am, the top stripper at Pop’s, living a good life financially, and hating every minute of it. But with no education, what’s a girl to do? 

Two years later, life turned darker than even my young imagination could dream of.
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Present

Kimmie had vanished into thin air, not leaving a trail, message, or anything to let me know where she had gone.

It’s been over a week since she walked out of the club on the arm of one Mr. Sawyer, a long-time patron of Pop’s Players Gentlemen’s Club. Every day she’s gone, my concern for her grows.

In our line of work, it’s not uncommon to disappear for a day or two to clear our heads, but Kimmie’s long absence has become troubling. She’s never been one to stray far or stay gone for long, yet there has been no sign of her in days. This is becoming a problem that won’t go away. I think to myself, “I’m gonna have to go to the cops or find her myself.”

Despite how tired I am after an eight-hour shift in stilettos, I found myself walking up the steps to the Atlanta PD to report Kimmie missing. 

I sat in the waiting area, filled with some sketchy looking people, for what seemed like forever. Finally, an officer called me back and led me to a room filled with the wonderful scent of coffee, a desk, and a freakin’ drop-dead gorgeous older cop, probably 30 or so. This guy motions to the chair in front of the desk and I sit, unable to process any rational thought. My mind is blank except for one thought “How will my brain function, cause this dude is really hot.”

The man behind the desk cleared his throat, pulling my attention away from his chiseled features and back to the task at hand, why I am here in the first place.

Doing what I do for a living, it takes a lot for me to blush, but I feel the heat color my cheeks as Officer Gorgeous rises to make an introduction. His body is just as hot as his face.

“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Detective Manny Alvarez. You’re wanting to report a missing person?” His voice was like velvet with just a hint of an accent. “Oh, my.”

I cleared my throat and pulled my thoughts out of the gutter. My mind again went off on its own, “I’m really not kidding about this man. He’s got Chippendale’s men beat to hell. And he sits in an office, hidden from the world. Go figure. So anyway...”

I rose as well, placing my hand in his extended one. “Diamond Frost.” Sparks, interesting, and a quirk showed in his eyebrow at my name.

“My note states you want to report a missing person?” He repeated, all business.

“I can handle this,” I think, despite feeling something ignite in my core. “Yes. My friend, Kimmie, has been gone for over a week.” I handed him one of my and Kimmie’s photos. One of the few where we were decently dressed. “She left work with one of our patrons and hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”

Detective Alvarez took the photo. “Is it okay to keep this?” 

“Sure.”

He made some marks, and I leaned forward, seeing him write our names above our heads on the photo.

“Kimmie’s last name?”

“Nordstrom.”

“Age?”

“19.”

Detective Alvarez went through everything I knew about her, which was everything since she had been my roomie and best friend for the last two years.

Then came the questions that usually drew sarcastic or mocking responses. “Where does Kimmie work?” He looked up from his notes.

“We,” I emphasized, “work at Pop’s Players.”

“And what type of work do you do?” 

Seriously? This guy didn’t know what Pop’s was. Before I realized it, my mouth voiced this out loud.

Detective Alvarez looked up. “I’ve only been here for four months. I’m not familiar with the area yet.”

I had the good grace to blush once again. “Sorry. Pop’s is a strip club, a gentlemen’s club, to put a nice name to it. We’re strippers.”

“Oh.” He nodded, making notes. “Do you do anything else besides strip?”

I sarcastically thought, “I mean, really, this guy,” but coldly replied, “I do not.”

“And Miss Nordstrom?” He glanced up again, I guess to watch my reaction. “If you know.”

“Honestly, Detective,” I sighed deeply, “I don’t know. But I suspect she hustles on the side.

“Hustles?” He looked at me questioningly.

“Yeah, she’ll disappear for a couple of hours during a shift. Been doing it for a while now and always has more money than just working the stage.” I grimaced at the thought of her hooking.

Nodding, I saw Detective Alvarez sigh before leaning back in his chair. His face looked regretful instead of the normal mocking look we usually received. “Miss Frost, I do understand your concern, especially in your line of work. People disappear all the time without leaving a trace. And in a city the size of Atlanta, it’s not an uncommon thing at all. Simple enough to get on a plane or hit the interstate... Gone.”

My jaws tightened. “Kimmie would never do anything like that.” I was beginning to feel frustrated. “There’s something wrong. I can feel it.”

Alvarez sighed again, but his expression softened. “More coffee?” I nodded.

As he filled our cups, he continued. “I hear you, Miss Frost. And I’m not discounting your concerns, but we need to be realistic here. Without any leads or evidence of foul play, my hands are tied. Kimmie may have just had enough and walked away.”

My frustration bubbled to the surface and the fact that I was tired didn’t help. “She’s my best friend. She would have let me know one way or another.” I felt my voice crack.

“Well, I can’t promise any miracles, Miss Frost.” His gaze met mine. “I want to help you and your friend. I will investigate if the brass allows.”

“She’s out there somewhere,” I spoke, squaring my shoulders. “I’m gonna find her. I won’t give up on her being found. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Miss Frost,” Alvarez spoke, a flicker of admiration and concern crossing his face as he looked at me, “I’ll do everything in my power to help you. In the meantime, I need you to be prepared for the possibility that Kimmie may not want to be found,” he paused, “or cannot be found.”

I dropped my head, feeling exhaustion set in, and then looked up at Detective Manny Alverez. “I won’t give up on her. Not now, not ever.”

Feeling a deep loss, I left Atlanta PD, certain to never hear from him again.

Six months later, found me once again sitting across from Alvarez. And yes, he was still drop-dead gorgeous. Things were a little less tense. We had interacted a few times and I was surprised he called me. 

We each had a coffee in front of us. I had discovered his deep-rooted love of the stuff and made a point of trying his brand, La Columbe. Yum. But he would drink almost any type of coffee as long as it walked out of the pot.

“Diamond,” we had moved to mostly first names, “I didn’t want this to be a phone call kind of thing.”

Dread filled my stomach. I sat my coffee down and rubbed my palms on the thighs of my jeans. “They’re done aren’t they?” I spoke stoically.

Manny nodded. “We’ve hit a complete dead end. The man you mentioned, Mr. Sawyer, is a player, like you said. He visits several of the upper-class clubs between here and Savannah and has specific girls he associates with. Per him, he took Kimmie to dinner and never saw her again. He has no record of any kind. You did say he still visits Pop’s?”

“Yes. Came in two days later on his regular schedule asking for her.” I supplied again.

Manny closed the folder in front of him. “I have no choice here but to close it. Should anything new come up, let me know. I’m sorry, Diamond.”

Feeling defeated, I smiled and offered my hand. The last I’d probably see of Detective Gorgeous. “Don’t be a stranger. You know where I work.”

I drove away feeling lonelier and sadder than I ever had since leaving New York. With nothing to do, this being my day off, I just puttered through town. Passing a library, I pulled in. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but it would keep my mind occupied for a while. 

The librarian eyed me as I walked up to her desk, I was dressed in street clothes, but her look said I was a tramp, and directed me to the section I asked for, kidnap victims. I found articles on the mindset of people kidnapped by others. I learned about Stockholm Syndrome, the type of drugs used, and how the victims were transported.

I managed to spend three hours researching and knew I hadn’t even scratched the surface. I knew there was only one way to find out, and it scared the crap out of me. I was going to have to learn the business instead of being the business because I had a feeling Trent was deep into trafficking. Time would tell.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 
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In the weeks that followed, I worked most nights until closing and watched closely to see if any dancer disappeared and didn’t return. During the day, I immersed myself in research, attended workshops on trafficking, and discovered organizations dedicated to combating this horrific business. The more I learned, the clearer it became that I would have to become one of the bad guys to find out how the system worked.

I learned about code signals, common signs of a person in distress, and what the normal set up was for the trafficker. I learned that traffickers use trains, buses, planes, and ships to transport victims, hiding them in plain sight. The victims are coerced into obeying with threats of harm to them or their families or drugged to the point of obeying blindly. 

Determined to be able to protect myself against traffickers, I also enrolled in self-defense classes, learning techniques to defend myself and others in sketchy situations. The self-defense classes were not just about physical strength, they taught the mind to look ahead and they instilled in me a sense of power. I practiced tirelessly, driven by the memory of Kimmie’s disappearance.

My apartment became a makeshift training ground, echoing with the sounds of punches and kicks as I honed my skills. I never took another roommate, just cut costs and worked more hours. Though in good shape, I often felt as if I was beaten relentlessly. This gradually lessened and my skills improved. I learned to cover bruises with a good pancake makeup.

On nights off and Sundays, in the quietness of my apartment, I sat hunched over a worn leather journal. I filled the pages meticulously, chronicling an inventory of signs, the subtle cues that hinted at the presence of trafficking victims. It became my secret manual, a compilation of patterns, behaviors, and details that others might overlook. 

As I flipped through the pages, I noted an association of girls who went missing at Pop’s. Young, mostly unspoiled, and uneducated. This became a calling card for me to look out for, sparking an idea to check out all the clubs in Atlanta. I delved into the world of human trafficking with a voracious appetite for how it worked, determined to become a channel for those caught in its web.

Lists upon lists adorned the pages, organizations dedicated to the extraction of victims, shelters providing sanctuary for the rescued victims, and support networks spanning the city and state. I researched and compiled information, creating a web of resources that I hoped would one day prove invaluable in my fight against trafficking.

I began routinely visiting different clubs on my days/nights off, under the pretense of looking for a new place to work. The challenge was getting past the bulldog handlers of the girls.

I pulled out my sexiest, non-slutty outfit and headed out. I now had to take my onstage persona to a new level and learn to deal with the darker side of the club world that remained hidden from the eyes of most. 

The first week saw me being looked at like a piece of meat. Strippers don’t have the luxury of dancing like professional dancers, fully clothed. You either bare it, dance it, or sell it. I danced it while baring it. During my “auditions,” I also discovered Pop’s was considered one of the high-class clubs, so at least I had that. I stayed.

Over the next five years, I managed to discover the darker side of gentlemen’s clubs. It wasn’t all about shaking your tail on stage, like any good competitive sport, someone is always out to get someone else. While I still danced nightly, I managed to convince Trent, the owner of Pop’s, to take me under his wing and teach me the biz. After all, I told him, I had not officially graduated from high school, and he would need help one day, why not one of his own people. He went for it.

I learned everything there was to know. The difference between a gentlemen’s club and a basic strip club. Subtle but different. “Class versus trash,” Trent would often comment. By the end of my first year, I knew the front, back, controlled the girls, made a percentage off their tips, and knew people who could take care of the dirty work. I, Charlie Donovan aka Diamond Frost, was becoming a force in the strip club industry. At 23, I was tough as nails and had connections that would scare people out of the state.

With each passing night, I saw first-hand the exploitation that lurked behind the doors of the clubs. As I mingled with the staff and started chatting with the girls, I couldn’t keep my mind off the number of girls that came through the place. 

The girls that wanted or needed extra cash were pimped out, sold drugs, or worked with the rougher customers. The extra naughty girls taught the virgin dancers at private parties, teaching them prostitution on a different scale. I watched as the girls danced, their smiles often masking their pain and desperation. 

I saw the way they flinched at the touch of certain patrons, their forced laughter masking the fear that gnawed at their souls. I remembered the days of pinches, butt slaps, crotch and boob grabs, and more. The girls were more at the mercy of the customer than they liked, but as long as the customers were happy, the boss was happy.

The thing about being a stripper is that everyone assumes we hook on the side. Ninety percent of us don’t. We’re in it cause we don’t have any other way to make enough money to live like a human. A decent job requires education, and no one is still guaranteed a good enough income to live decently. As a stripper, if we work the stage right, there is a lot of money to be made.

Pop’s had college girls working between semesters, divorcees trying to make enough to feed their kids and whose hubs didn’t, wouldn’t, or couldn’t give them enough money to live on. The ladies I knew and trained the most were the runaways, like me, who just couldn’t handle their home life anymore. Many ended up hooking for whatever reason, living a life full of drugs and drinking, dead before they hit 25, but just as many ended up back home.

The money is the only upside to the job. The rest is filled with constant groping, filthy catcalls, and constant propositions filling our nights with dread. And we have to smile and take it. In a way, we are selling our bodies, but it doesn’t give anyone the right to touch without permission.

I learned the first night how to work not only the stage, but the floor as well. I made the crowd respect me and made myself seem untouchable. The men would do almost anything to get a favored smile. But Diamond Frost was unattainable and from that day forward, Charlie Donovan ceased to exist in this world.

I became that name, aloof and pristine if you will. Brooked no crap from anyone. Period. Never make eye contact but draw their attention. Mesmerize their drunk asses. The wealthy guys are the easiest sometimes. One learns to let them think they hold all the power. And believe me, they will pay good for the favor.

The biggest challenge of this job was the competition, the fights over patrons and who belonged to who. There were literal catfights every night. Especially when the rival stripper chicks infiltrated our turf. Those bitches could turn a good night into chaos by trying to get Pop’s patrons to go to their clubs. I walked tall and wore spiky stilettos. I wasn’t afraid to use them. It was a job that wasn’t worth the pay many nights.

——
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As I searched deeper, I realized the truth was far more sinister than I had imagined. Behind the flashing lights, pulsing music, glamour, a world of exploitation and manipulation thrived, preying on the desperate and weak. With the things I was learning, I was willing to risk almost anything to uncover the truth about Kimmie’s disappearance.

My journal now became a storehouse of organizations, house and warehouse locations, and contacts for both sides of the street. My apartment, my place of solitude, became my hideaway from the evil I learned about every day. A place of quiet and knowledge. It was here that I decided to become a rescuer. I was going to have to go deep inside this world if I wanted to break it apart piece by piece.

As I closed my journal, a deep resolve filled my soul, I, Charlie Donovan aka Diamond Frost, the new second in command of the girls at Pop’s, turned guardian of the unseen, was ready for the next phase of my mission, one that would put me deeper in the shadows but hopefully bring the lost souls into the light of freedom. I would become Trent’s second in command. Second over most of his empire, which honestly, I didn’t know how big it was. I had a feeling was going to be dealing in human trafficking.
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Chapter 3  
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Ten years had passed since Kimmie vanished into the night, leaving a void in my heart that time could never fill. At thirty-three, I found a little glimmer of hope, a drive to seek justice for those who had fallen through the cracks of the stripper world. While I had given up dancing the neon-lit stages of Pop's Players at night, I still managed the girls, and Trent had taught me everything about running the club. I devoted my days as Charlie Donovan, deciding to finish my education, determined to arm myself with the tools needed to understand the world I lived in.

Obtaining my GED was just the beginning. I threw myself into studies with a ferocity born of desperation, determined to carve out a new path for myself in a world filled with darkness. For the next three years, I took some college courses, immersing myself in the intricacies of criminal law and investigation, also honing my skills in weaponry, gang life, and the insidious world of drugs.

Under Trent's watchful eye, I had risen through the ranks, becoming his right-hand woman in the shadowy world of strip clubs. Running the club and managing the girls became second nature to me, my hard-earned knowledge guiding my every move. I had hired and fired more than I care to admit, but I wanted class and girls that knew what they had to offer.

I had become a master of the game, skillfully moving within the industry with a steely determination that brooked no opposition from customers and girls alike. I no longer worked the stage, I was ground floor, and I carried my resting bitch face proudly.

There were nights when I questioned why I chose to stay at Pop’s, then I’d remember Kimmie and that was reason enough to stay. One particular night, the dressing room buzzed with energy as we prepared for another night at Pop's. The air was thick with the scent of hairspray and perfume, mingling with the sound of laughter and chatter as I listened to the dancer’s exchange stories from the previous night's performances.

As I listened to the stories and checked my makeup, I could feel some unbridled tension filling the air. There was an unspoken rivalry among the dancers, a constant battle for attention and tips from the patrons coming in for a show. Tonight, it seemed that tension was about to explode.

I glanced up from the mirror to see two of the dancers, Lola and Candy, locked in a heated argument across the room. Their voices rose in pitch with each passing second, their faces contorted with rage as they hurled insults and accusations at one another.

"Those were my customers, you thieving bitch!" Lola spat, her eyes flashing with fury as she pointed a finger at Candy.

Candy scoffed, tossing her hair over her shoulder with a disdainful flick of her wrist. "Please, like anyone would want to pay to see you shake your sorry excuse for an ass," she retorted, her tone dripping with contempt.

The tension in the room escalated with each word spoken, the other dancers gathering around to watch the drama unfold. But as the argument reached a fever pitch, it became clear that this was going to be more than just a war of words, it was a full-blown catfight waiting to happen.

I cursed under my breath, knowing that if things escalated any further, it could mean trouble for all of us. The last thing we needed was Trent getting wind of their squabbles and cracking down on them. Especially with me in the same room when it started.

With a sigh, I made my way over to where Lola and Candy stood toe-to-toe, their fists clenched at their sides as they glared daggers at one another.

"Hey, hey, break it up, you two," I called out, my voice firm as I stepped between them. "This is not the time or the place for this."

But my words fell on deaf ears as the two women continued to exchange heated insults, their tempers flaring with each passing second. And before I could react, they lunged at each other, their hands grappling in each other’s hair as they tumbled to the floor in a tangle of limbs and curses.

I cursed under my breath, my heart racing as I moved to separate them, trying desperately to pull them apart before things got out of hand. But they were like wild animals, clawing and scratching at each other with a ferocity that was terrifying and dangerous to anyone who got close.

"Stop it, both of you!" I shouted, my voice rising above the din of the voices egging them on and I struggled to regain control of the room. "This is ridiculous! You are supposed to be professionals, for god's sake!"

But my words seemed to fall on deaf ears as the fight raged on, the other dancers looking on in a mixture of shock and amusement. It was like something out of a bad soap opera, and I couldn't help but feel frustration at the sheer absurdity of it all.

Even the bucket of cold water did not stop the fight. Finally, Madison, one of the older dancers, helped me to separate Lola and Candy, pulling them apart with all the strength we could muster. They continued to hurl insults at each other, their faces flushed with anger and humiliation as they struggled against our grip. Busted lips, runny mascara, and scratches would put these two out of service unless they could clean themselves up and hide the wounds.

"Enough!" I yelled, my voice echoing off the walls of the dressing room as I glared at them both. I was winded and pissed. "This ends now. Either you can act like professionals and get your asses ready to dance, or you can find somewhere else to work. It doesn’t matter to me, I can fill your spots easily."

For a moment, there was silence as my words registered in their adrenaline pumped up minds. And then, slowly but surely, the tension eased, replaced by a little bit of shame. Lola and Candy exchanged glances, their anger subsiding and need for a job taking over.

"Sorry," Lola muttered, her voice barely above a whisper as she avoided my gaze.

Candy nodded in agreement, her eyes downcast as she muttered a half-hearted apology of her own.

“Clean up.” I managed to spit out. “If Trent sees this, you know you’ll lose tonight’s tips. Get your asses back to work or go home. It better not happen again. A customer is a customer, you don’t own them.” I stalked out of the dressing room wishing the night was over.

I didn’t tell Trent about a lot of the things from the dressing room because I had witnessed countless girls vanish without a trace, their stories, lives, and possibilities lost somewhere in the darkness of the city’s nightlife who went against his code. I was not yet a part of that world and could never find the girls once they disappeared. The police did the obligatory searches but closed each file after a couple of weeks. No information, no case. 

Beneath all of the glamour and excess, I knew that darkness was waiting. And as I looked out over the glittering expanse of the club, I knew my journey was just beginning. For in the shadows of the neon lights, the truth awaited, whispering secrets that I would uncover.

——
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The club buzzed with activity as I made my way through the dimly lit corridors, the thumping bass of the music reverberating in my chest. As I approached Trent's office, a knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Trent had summoned me, and from the tone of his message, I knew it wasn't going to be a casual chat.

Entering his office, I found Trent seated behind his desk, his expression unreadable as he regarded me with a steely gaze. I took a seat opposite him, my pulse quickening with a mixture of fear and curiosity. Whatever Trent had in store for me, I knew it wasn't going to be easy.

"Diamond," Trent began, his voice low and measured, he still didn’t know my real name, "you've been with me for how many years now, and you've proven yourself time and time again. You've run this club with a level of skill and precision that few women could match in my opinion. I’m glad you took those business courses. I knew they would help you."

Yep, on top of my Charlie courses, Diamond took business classes to help Trent run Pop’s. I was a determined sucker for punishment.

I nodded, my stomach in knots. I knew Trent was leading up to something and couldn't shake the feeling that hit me. It’s truth or dare moment.

"As you’ve said often, I’m getting older and have no family to take over Pop’s.” He paused and I waited. “I want to take you to the next level.” He paused again. “If you want to take things to the next level," Trent continued, his eyes bored into mine, "you have to be willing to go all in. No more holding back, no more half-measures. Are you interested, Diamond?"

I felt a thrill of excitement at Trent's words, but the fear of the next step sent chills down my spine. I thought I had been going all in, giving everything I had to this club and its operation. Trent's words hinted at something darker, something more sinister. Was this the “something” I had been looking for?

"I thought I was already all in," I replied cautiously. "What else is there, Trent?"

Trent leaned forward, his gaze intense as he locked eyes with me. "What I want, Diamond, is for you to learn the next level. I'm talking about pimping out the girls, watching the drug runners, and eventually selling stock from the club."

My blood ran cold at Trent's words, a chill sweeping over me as the meaning of his proposition swept over me. Pimping out the girls, overseeing the drug dealers, this was what I asked for in the first place but was never allowed to learn about. As Trent continued to speak, I realized that there was no turning back now.

"And what exactly is the 'stock' of the club?" I asked, my voice questioning.  I thought I already knew what he was talking about. I wasn’t stupid.

Trent's lips curled into a sinister smile, his eyes gleaming with a predatory look. "The stock, Diamond," he said, his voice dripping with malice, "is humans. Not just the old strippers and new girls you buy and sell, but others as well. People who owe me unpaid favors, people who are indebted to me in one way or another, and special orders from the upper echelon. And now, Diamond, you're going to learn how to manage that stock."

I felt a wave of nausea wash over me at Trent's words, the reality what he engaged in hitting me hard. This wasn't just about running a club anymore, this was about power, control, and manipulation on a scale that I had never imagined.

As I looked into Trent's eyes, I knew that there really would be no turning back now, I had come too far, knew too much to walk away from this and live. With a heavy heart and soul, I nodded slowly, accepting my fate as I prepared to travel even further into the depths of darkness that he was a master of.

As I was slowly trained, I was drawn deeper into the insane world of drugs, skanky strip clubs, where most of the low-end drugs were sold, and human trafficking. The high-end clubs are where I found myself rubbing elbows with some of the most powerful and dangerous individuals Atlanta and the country had to offer. Gang and mafia leaders, entertainment moguls, sports figures, and even politicians, all were part of the web of corruption and deceit that ensnared the city. I did also find club owners that only wanted dancers, women that took pride in their craft and those men were willing to pay the price for me to scout for them. At least there was a good side, and I looked forward to working for them.

The journey led me deep into the heart of this evil trade, the criminal underworlds that thrived on the suffering of the innocent. I was taught the workings of cartels and gangs, learning about their hierarchy and the ruthlessness that fueled their operations. Mafia connections, once only in the pages of my favorite crime shows, became a chilling reality as I was shown their involvement in the dark, illegal side of the trafficking world. 

The more I learned, the more I understood the insidious reach of trafficking in this industry. It wasn't confined to dark alleys and hidden corners, it infiltrated industries that many deemed untouchable. The world of entertainment, modeling, the drug trade, sports, and even government. No sector was immune to the reach of this pervasive crime.

In Hollywood, tales of aspiring actors and actresses lured into the glittering lights with promises of fame, only to find themselves trapped in a nightmare of sexual favors to become a star, often never making it. The music industry, once celebrated for its creativity, concealed a darker side where vulnerable souls became commodities, sold for the promise of their one big shot, and ultimately being used and bartered by the people who made the promises.

Sports events were major for traffickers. Ladies and young women were brought to events to help entice the players or to keep the players with certain teams. They were often abused and drugged up to the point they were no longer a valuable commodity and sold off to a whorehouse somewhere. 

In the halls of power, I discovered that trafficking wasn't merely an underworld activity but a continual problem that reached the highest offices of the government. Corruption, greed, and the abuse of power intertwined with the plight of the victims, forming a chain of despair that seemed impossible to unravel. Talk about tight lipped people. Many times, interns were abused until they either made it or quit for their own sanity.

I watched Mr. Sawyer come and go, always wondering if he knew where Kimmie was spirited off to. Other girls disappeared, but no one could find evidence that they didn’t just leave on their own. I think he was the wealth that drew the girls away with unknown promises.

I became determined to uncover the truth, so I pushed myself deeper in the heart of the dark side. I collected everything I could, made the right connections, and even turned over a snitch or two to ingrain myself into this society.

With each meeting, I remained detached, playing the role I had chosen to infiltrate their ranks and gather information. Names were exchanged, deals were struck, and alliances formed, all in the pursuit of the truth behind Kimmie's disappearance. I had an extensive list that I could use to bring those responsible to their knees right now. Problem was, I was still the new face and would be the first to feel the fire. 

——
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As I became more entrenched in the underworld, I realized I couldn't do it alone. My safety, and the safety of future victims, depended on enlisting the aid of the law. It was a risky move, one that could cost me everything if caught, but I knew it was the only way to protect myself and help bring an end to the exploitation and abuse that plagued this country.

Summoning every ounce of courage and determination within me, I reached out to Detective Alvarez, the one lawman I knew I could trust to help me. I also knew it was time to form my personal team, the light to the darkness I was living in.
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Chapter 4 
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The small hidden restaurant in Atlanta’s downtown was tucked away from prying eyes but did good business with the office workers who worked nearby. As I stepped inside, the scent of simmering spices and sizzling meats filled the air, mingling with the low hum of conversation that bounced off the walls. I scanned the room, my eyes searching for the familiar figure of Detective Alvarez, my one connection to the world of law enforcement.

Spotting him at a secluded corner table, I made my way over, my heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and fear. Manny Alvarez was now a seasoned detective with the Atlanta PD, and while we had crossed paths in the past during investigations into missing girls from the strip club scene, our interactions had been brief and fleeting.

"Diamond," Manny greeted me with a nod as I slid into the seat opposite him. I still had not shared my real name with him. His expression was guarded, his eyes betraying a hint of concern as he regarded me. "It’s good to see you again."

I offered him a small smile, my stomach churning with nerves. "Same, Manny. It's been a while."

Manny nodded, his gaze unwavering. "Yeah, it has. So, what's this all about? You said it was urgent."

Taking a deep breath, I plunged into my life at Pop’s, spilling out everything I had been dealing with the club scene and the brutal business that I had become involved in. I told him about what I had learned at Pop's and other strip clubs, about the drugs, the trafficking, the exploitation that ran rampant beneath the glittering neon lights and gyrating bodies.

As I spoke, I watched Manny's expression darken, his features contorting with a mixture of disbelief and anger. "Diamond, you can't be serious," he said, his voice filled with seriousness. "You're playing with fire here. This isn't some game, it's effing dangerous, it's deadly."

I held his gaze, determined to make him understand and want to help. "I know it's risky, Manny. But I can’t just sit back and do nothing. Kimmie’s disappearance, other girls are disappearing, people are suffering, and I have to do something to help. I’ve been preparing. I’ve taken criminal courses, self-defense, and learned everything possible about the crime syndicates in the US and around the world. I just need people I can rely on now."

Manny shook his head, his expression pained. "I get that, Diamond. I do. But this isn't your fight. You're putting yourself in harm's way, and for what? To play hero?"

I bristled at his words, my jaws tensing. "This isn't about playing hero, Manny. This is about doing what's right. I risked a lot coming here and potentially being seen with a cop. Something has to be done about finding out what happened to Kimmie, and all these other people who have gone missing, and putting an end to the exploitation and abuse."

Manny sighed, running a hand through his hair in frustration. "Look, Diamond. I get where you're coming from, I really do. But you have to understand, this isn't something you can take on alone. You need backup, you need resources, you need... help. I can do some on a small scale, but it’s going to take more resources than I can get my hands on."

I met his gaze, a flicker of hope flared in me. "Are you saying you'll help me?"

Manny hesitated, his expression conflicted. "I shouldn't be doing this," he muttered under his breath, "but I can't just let you walk into danger alone. I'll find someone involved with trafficking and get in touch with them. But Diamond, you must promise me to be cautious. Don't get caught by either side, good or bad, until we’ve established you as a good guy. If something goes down today, I can’t help you."

I nodded, my heart pounding with gratitude. "I promise, Manny. I'll be careful. You’d be surprised at what I’ve learned since we met last. I’m not a babe in stilettos anymore.” Causing a smile to come to his still gorgeous lips. “Thank you."

As we continued to chat, the conversation drifted to lighter topics, and I found myself drawn into Manny's world, listening intently as he told me stories of his early years with the Atlanta PD. He spoke of the challenges he faced as a Spanish detective in a predominately white and black area, of the struggles and triumphs that had shaped him into the senior detective he was today.

I couldn't help but admire Manny's determination, his commitment to his job despite the obstacles he had faced along the way. And when he mentioned his family, his wife and two children, a pang of sadness tugged at my heart. It was a reminder of a life I couldn’t be a part of. The choice I had made as a spoiled brat and now make in pursuit of the truth, but I was happy for him and the life he created.

"So, what about you, Diamond?" Manny asked, breaking me out of my reverie. "Any special someone in your life?"

I shook my head, a bitter smile playing at the corners of my lips. "No," I replied, my voice sad. "In my line of work, that's not exactly a good thing. Other halves don’t take too much to their spouse flashing other men. It’s all good though, there’s time."

Manny nodded sympathetically, his eyes showing understanding and concern. "Well, you never know what the future holds," he said, his tone gentle. "Maybe someday, you'll find someone who understands the world you live in."

Before I could respond, Manny glanced at his watch, "Listen, Diamond," he said, his voice serious, "I hate to cut this short, but I have to get going. Just promise me one thing, okay?"

I nodded, my curiosity piqued by Manny's sudden change in demeanor. "What is it, Manny?"

"Promise me you won't do anything stupid," he said, his tone firm with warning. "I'll meet you back here in three days with your contact. Deal?"

I hesitated for a moment, his words sinking in. "Deal," I replied, my voice excited. "I'll see you in three days, Manny."

——
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Three days later, the small hidden restaurant still smelled just as delicious as the first time I stepped inside, the scent of spices and sizzling meats enveloped me. Manny had arranged for us to meet here once again, and as I scanned the room, my gaze fell upon his familiar figure seated at a secluded corner table. Beside him sat a woman I didn't recognize, her eyes sharp and watchful. This must be the undercover police officer Manny had mentioned.

Approaching the table, I felt a knot form in the pit of my stomach, tension pulling my muscles taut. Manny rose to greet me, a warm smile on his face, but the woman beside him remained seated, her expression guarded and distrustful.

"Diamond, glad you could make it," Manny introduced us while I sat. "I'd like you to meet Vicky Thornfield. She's with a trafficking agency and has been working undercover in this field for years."

I offered Vicky a hesitant smile, feeling her scrutinizing gaze summing me up. "Nice to meet you, Vicky," I extended my hand, trying to be polite.

Vicky nodded curtly, her eyes narrowing as she regarded me with suspicion and curiosity. "Likewise," she replied, her tone clipped and businesslike. “Diamond, huh? What kind of name is that?”

I felt my hackles rise. “One that tells people I don’t take crap from them.” I didn’t want her or Manny knowing my real name yet in the event we ever met at the club or in mixed company.

I saw a slight, tight smile at the corner of Vicky’s mouth and knew she was going to be a tough nut to crack. But hey, Manny said she supposedly worked with Atlanta’s baddest outlaws, what’s one more to my list. 

As we settled into our seats, you could feel the tension at the table. I shifted uncomfortably, trying to figure out how to break the ice with this woman who seemed to see right through me.

"So, Vicky," Manny began, his voice breaking the awkward silence that hung over us. "Diamond here has been enlisted and trained into the world of trafficking and is gathering information on the big players in the industry. She’s wanting to take a bite out of the big boys."

Vicky's expression shifted slightly at Manny's words, her eyes flickering with interest. "Is that so?" she asked, her tone less guarded than before.

I nodded, feeling a slight sense of relief wash over me at Vicky's change in demeanor. "Yes," I replied, my voice steady despite the nerves that still fluttered in the pit of my stomach. "I've been trying to gather as much information as I can, but it's been slow going. These people are more distrustful than you, and I don’t have enough outside resources to let me know where I stand with names and gigs."

Vicky leaned forward, her gaze intense as she locked eyes with me. "Yeah," she said, her voice low and measured. "It's not easy to penetrate the world of trafficking, especially from the outside. But you’re on the inside, so we need to figure out how to get info in and out without you being caught. Somehow, you need a contact that has access to a lot of information and ways to get that info out."

I felt relief at Vicky's words, igniting my mind to find the right people to help. "Now it’s just finding those people. At this point, I'm willing to do whatever it takes to get info in and out.”

Vicky nodded, a hint of admiration shining in her eyes. "I can see that," she replied, her tone more understanding. "And I appreciate it. But we must be careful. These people are dangerous, and we can't afford to make any mistakes. One hint of suspicion and you’ll disappear just like your friend."

I nodded in agreement, as Vicky's words hit me. "I understand, we’ll need to find a different place to meet in the future, I kind of like the food here, and don’t want to get caught with a cop."

She saw Vicky’s lips tighten again. “I’m not a cop. And no one knows me in this town except my local boss and now you and Manny. I moved up here from New Orleans. My life is built around me being a bartender and a party gal.”

It was now my turn to be tight lipped. “Well, that reputation is what is needed in the many of the clubs I visit, but in a strip club, no. I doubt if you want to spend your nights on your back. Party girls are the hookers in my world.”

“Well then, me getting a job in your world is not an option. Unless you think I’d made a good stripper.” She actually did a little shimmy causing me to snicker.

“Think you’re a little ripe for that.” I quipped. “Young and lean, not big and mean.”

I saw her eyes crinkle with laughter before it came out of her mouth. Pure enjoyment at our little get to know each other party. 

Manny smiled, mirth filling his eyes as he looked between us. "I have a feeling you two are going to make a great team," he snickered along with us.

Vicky and I shared a glance, a flicker of amusement passing between us at Manny's words. But beneath the laughter, there was a shared understanding, a silent agreement to work together to achieve our goals.

As we finished our meal and made plans to meet again. I had the beginnings of a team to help me save the lives I was also bound to sell and destroy. My life as a snitch was to be bound to my life as a trafficker. “God help me.” I thought.
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Chapter 5 
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Not long after the meeting with Manny and Vicky, I received a call from my parents telling me that my grandmother had passed away and I needed to meet them at her ranch. Unlike a lot of the girls I knew in Atlanta, I was raised with a silver spoon. One that I bit off when I ran away from the life my parents wanted me to live. At that young age of sixteen, I hadn’t wanted cotillions, horse riding lessons, or even dating the right boy, I just wanted to live my own life. My grandmother understood, and until this last year when I became deeply involved in the ATL scene, we talked weekly. Now she’s gone, and here I am, revisiting the life I ran away from. And surprisingly, Trent completely understood and was okay with me leaving town for a few days. I promised him I would be back as soon as I could.

The sun shone warmly over the family ranch in upstate New York between Mooers and Champlain as I stood beside my parents, gazing at the estate we believed my parents had inherited. Over 600 acres with two mansions, one at the front of the property and another near the back. The main mansion overlooked the sprawling horse stables, orchards, vineyards on one side, and fertile farmland on the other. The other home was nestled in a meadow near the back of the property, gazing over a small lake and an extensively groomed flower garden, hidden from the world.

The attorney, a middle-aged man in a well-tailored suit, stood before us, flipping through documents that outlined the details of the inheritance. My parents and I were filled with nostalgia for the rural landscape while we listened attentively to the attorney's explanations.

"As you can see, the property includes not only the two mansions but also horse stables, apple orchards, vineyards, and extensive farmland." The attorney explained, gesturing towards the relevant sections of the legal papers. “The property supports itself through equestrian stabling, breeding, and various equine events. The farming and apple orchards supply many businesses around the state in the farm to table industry as well as many restaurants. Mrs. Donovan had also spent the last five years establishing a vineyard and winery.”

My parents exchanged surprised glances, then dad’s eyes teared up, reflecting memories of growing up in the serene countryside, Mom remembered the visits during the holidays. I remembered learning to ride here and my stern but loving grandmother teaching me to live my own dreams.

The attorney continued, "Mr. Donovan, your mother's will explicitly states that the entire estate is to be inherited by your daughter, Charlie, if she is willing to accept it. If not, it goes to you. You and your wife are to receive monthly stipend off of the profits of five percent, which will equal out to about $1.5 million a year."

While a little stunned, I was surprised that dad and mom didn’t even seem to care about the money. I had reservations about inheriting the ranch, but I listened intently as the attorney finished the will. Mom and dad seemed to have other things in mind.

Dad, his eyes showing a little surprise stated, “We are very settled in our life, able to support ourselves quite well, Charlie needs roots. I doubt she has any schooling though that will help her not run it into the ground. But I guess this is a good place to begin. It could be put in a trust until she is savvy enough to handle it on her own.” 

I was instantly ticked and stunned, then seeing the look in mother’s eyes, thought, “Good old mom,” seeing mother nodding in agreement, agreeing with dad as usual, then seeing her eyes lighting up at the possibility of presenting her daughter to society. "You've always had a connection to this place, Charlie. It's where your grandmother grew up, and we think it would be good for you to take the reins. You can connect with the equestrian society, build a good reputation, and breed the racers in the stables. We’ll finally be able to introduce you to society."

“We’ll see about getting you an education to be able to run this place as soon as you move back.” Dad added.

The attorney nodded, acknowledging their decision. "It's a significant property, with considerable potential. The mansions alone could be a charming bed and breakfast or a retreat for those seeking quiet in the countryside. The farmland, orchards, and vineyards provide great income for the ranch, and the stables are already a huge part of the equestrian community."

As the attorney spoke, an idea sparked in my mind. My business mind saw a traditional estate, my hero mind envisioned a sanctuary for those who needed refuge, a place where survivors of trafficking could find healing and hope. The prospect excited me, and I decided if I was to ever make a change, this would be it and now had to be the time.

"I accept," I spoke, my voice firm and steady. "And you’re wrong, dad, I am savvy enough. I’m a college graduate and am second in command at a very large and profitable business in Georgia. I'll do my best to keep this place growing.”

My parents both looked intensely surprised. While thrilled that I would continue the legacy of my grandmother and breathe new life into the estate, I think they both couldn’t believe I could handle life on my own. Dad did manage to look a little contrite. They immediately began discussing plans for society functions and events they could help me host on the property.

I had different ideas, however. I knew I needed time to figure out this new chapter of my life, to create my vision for the estate, and to ensure it would collaborate with my mission against human trafficking. Above all, how to make sure my other life never intersected with this life.

"I appreciate your excitement, but I need some time," I interjected. "There are things I need to sort out, changes to make."

My parents exchanged glances, but they respected my need for independence and my need for space. They did not know about my seedy life in Georgia, so they agreed, afraid that I would disappear if pressured. I had always walked my own path and there was plenty of time for mom to reintroduce me to society when I felt the time was right. I would hate to break my mother’s heart, but the vision forming in my mind would take precedence over my attending society parties. I was second in command at Pop’s, and now a narc for the ATL PD, and was not willing to give that up. Now I might have to pretend to be society, or their version anyway. This could work.

I called Trent to ask for a little more time, which he hesitantly agreed to. I began to set about getting the ranch affairs in order and my plan for the property working the way I envisioned it to be. In the following days, I began a journey of major change. I stayed in a small hotel near the ranch so I could visit without anyone knowing I owned the property. I knew I might be coming back often, so I booked an open-ended reservation. This would allow for a bit of anonymity if I was discovered.

A contractor was hired to assess the mansion and bring my vision to life. The mansion in the meadow would become more than just an empty residence now, it would be a home for those needing refuge. With the help of grandmother’s attorney, I set up NDAs for anyone working on the ranch to sign and began signing off on the changes I wanted for the meadow mansion. Time was the issue, so I contracted the company to work full-time until the job was completed, letting them know that the ranch foreman would be available if needed. I even bought a new phone in the ranch’s name for people there to be able to contact me. 

As I was preparing to leave, the contractor began work on the changes I ordered. The plans were amazing, and I had no problem signing off and leaving things in the hands of Doc, the ranch foreman, whom I knew I would definitely have to get to know. He seemed like someone a person wouldn’t want to be reckoned with but was a big teddy bear under that rough exterior.

Hidden under the back mansion through a discreet entrance, one would be met with a foyer that seamlessly blended with the charm of the ranch's rustic exterior. I wanted the victims that came to be pampered, loved, cared for, and nurtured in every way possible so the underground area had to be as posh as the above ground house, a massive underground living area that defied expectations. The survivors could choose where they wanted to stay. Due to their captivity, I felt that many would want the comfort below and gradually move above.

Each bedroom was built for comfort and security, with much needed privacy that offered a safe place for survivors to recover. It catered to the needs of the survivor with its own private bath and small setting area. A home many had never had.

There was a gourmet kitchen, where people could prepare meals for themselves if they wished. I hoped to eventually have a full-time chef available as well.  The dining area, with its family seating, would hopefully become a common space where survivors could come together, share stories, and build connections on their journey toward recovery.

A fully equipped medical center, counseling rooms, and recreational spaces provided an environment for survivors to heal and thrive. The design incorporated both functionality and aesthetics, fostering an atmosphere that encouraged growth and recovery.

An area of the underground had been appointed as a teaching facility and would help those who could not, learn to read and write. I planned on hiring retired professionals who could teach a skill if the survivor wished to move out into the world again. 

For the children brought in who had no family, there would be caregivers devoted to helping them recover from the traumatic event, making sure they ate plenty, and give them a sense of home and family. Their medical needs would be first and foremost to build their health. I would hire an attorney who would help find suitable homes once the child was released as healthy mentally and physically. 

My biggest issue was going to be finding people willing to sacrifice their time, keep this place a secret, and potentially want to live here full-time to help those in need. I felt I would meet the right people as the time was right.

——
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At the same time, I dove into the financial matters of the ranch, business school had been a blessing after all. Pouring over the books with my grandmother's accountant, Mr. Holloway, I wanted to understand the intricacies of the estate, ensure its financial stability, and discover if there were extra resources to support my vision. 

In the ranch's office, I sat surrounded by stacks of financial records and account statements. The air in the room carried the scent of aged leather and the faint aroma of the nearby orchards. As I delved into the books, my eyes widened in disbelief at the sheer magnitude of wealth grandmother had amassed and I had inherited. The sprawling estate, with its two mansions, horse stables, orchards, and farmland, and vineyards, represented not just a family legacy but an unexpected treasure trove of financial income, each making exorbitant amounts of money to support my venture. I could disappear here, and no one would ever find me. I could put my life as a stripper behind me, meet the right people, and build a new life. That is, if I wanted to. I did not. Yet.

As I meticulously pored over the documents, my gaze fixed on the numbers that danced before my eyes. The ranch, it appeared, was not just a picturesque property but a highly lucrative enterprise. The orchards yielded bountiful harvests, the farmland produced abundant crops, and the horse stables housed pedigree breeds used for breeding, with some used for various shows or events. The vineyard had produced its first wine the year before and was set to explode in the next three years. The revelation of the ranch's financial standing left me in awe of the potential impact it could have on my mission to find Kimmie and combat human trafficking.

Among the ledgers and spreadsheets, my attention was drawn to a particular line of investments. The ranch's longtime accountant, a trusted confidant of my grandmother, had managed to wisely invest in growing industries. Unbeknownst to my grandmother, he had built a substantial portfolio over the years, making her an extremely wealthy woman. I noticed that there were notes around each cash deposit and a question mark. Wherever the cash came from, his investments had been spot on. The revelation left me both amazed and grateful for the foresight of the elder accountant.

Now, with a basic understanding of the ranch's financial landscape, I saw an opportunity to use this wealth for a cause close to my heart. The accountant, an elderly but sharp man, had accumulated knowledge of other untapped resources within the ranch's portfolio. He explained how certain investments, the cash deposits, carefully chosen and managed, had grown exponentially, creating a reservoir of funds that could be used to make an impact however I wanted. I knew exactly what to do with those funds. I learned that the elder accountant had trained his grandson, who would soon be taking over, but assured me that I would be impressed by his knowledge.

Inspired by the potential of these unused resources, my mind began to create a plan. I imagined creating trusts and foundations dedicated to combating human trafficking, supporting survivors, and funding initiatives to dismantle criminal networks. The ranch would become a partner, and the unlimited funds would be the fuel to move forward.

In collaboration with the accountant, I strategized on how to discreetly channel funds into these humanitarian endeavors. Trusts would be established, funds allocated, and he would oversee this personally. Mr. Holloway, upon learning of my mission, quickly signed the NDA, taking one for his grandson, pledged his support and expertise in managing the finances, and ensured that the money generated by the investments would become steady and strong, allowing me to fight against human trafficking.

As I closed the books that day, I realized I had been given a gold card to help those who were unable to help themselves. I felt grandmother would approve at what I was attempting.

——
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Feeling even more excited about the turn of events, I googled and found a lawyer to set up trusts for the property. I wanted to make sure that any connection between me and the estate remained hidden. My mission against human trafficking required discretion, and I couldn't afford any unnecessary attention.

At first glance, Devlin looked like a laid-back, good old boy, with the charm and easygoing demeanor that could disarm even the most cautious individuals. In his mid-40s, having worked the system of large cities, he moved to a smaller town where he didn’t have to deal too much with crime and corruption.

Despite his unassuming appearance and southern-like charm, he had a sharp mind and a shrewd understanding of the legal world. Devlin was a master of the legal craft, knowing every nook and cranny of the system, including the intricate loopholes and legal or illegal intricacies that the system had. His ability to work in the various types of law made him a force in or out of the court room.

Devlin Mackey listened to my concerns. The air was charged as I explained my life in Georgia and plans for the estate I had inherited. He was well-versed in the estate planning and other legal matters I talked about, listened attentively, his quick understanding evident in the thoughtful nodding of his head.

"Mr. Mackey, I appreciate your willingness to oversee my legal matters, but there's something crucial I need to discuss regarding the estate I've inherited," I began, my eyes reflecting a determination to safeguard the ranch while protecting my mission. “I’ll need you to sign this NDA before I share this information with you.”

Mr. Mackey, leaned forward, his gaze steady and inquisitive, took the NDA and signed it with a flourish. "Ms. Donovan, I'm here to address your concerns and assist you in any way I can. Please, continue."

Deciding to trust Devlin Mackey to a point, I shared my vision of using the estate's resources to combat human trafficking, emphasizing the need to shield the assets from potential threats. I spoke of my desire to set up trusts that would not only protect the estate but also facilitate the financial backing dedicated to destroying criminal networks and supporting survivors.

Mr. Mackey listened intently, his legal mind already at work as he came to understand my mission. "Ms. Donovan, what you're proposing is both commendable, challenging, and dangerous. We will need to create legal structures that will give you a strong shield, but also provide the flexibility you require for your ‘philanthropic’ endeavors. I have seen what can come of people who try to fight the big boys, you are smart to cover yourself and your estate.”

As the conversation progressed, Mr. Mackey began crafting trusts that would serve as the foundation of my plan. He mentioned he would connect with my accountant and set up the legalities based on what the ranch held in assets. The trusts, carefully structured, were designed to not only shield the estate from external threats but also allow me to pursue my mission with secrecy and safety.

As the meeting concluded, I felt grateful for Mr. Mackey's guidance. The legal structures he had crafted laid the foundation for the money from the estate to become a useful against human trafficking. The trusts would be a shield, protecting the wealth my grandmother had accumulated over the years, and a conduit, channeling resources into my cause that was quickly coming to fruition.

With a handshake, we sealed our business relationship. When I had explained my mission, he vowed to do what he could as long as things were legal. This made me smile as I nodded, knowing I would likely need his skill in the future.

——
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When the extended two weeks came to an end, I stood on veranda of the front mansion, now my new home, witnessing the beginning of a new chapter. The estate now held the promise of a future in line with my convictions. Both mansions were undergoing renovations and updates, the orchards were being revitalized, and the horse stables were taking shape as well as the vineyard and farmland. I felt I could win any battle knowing that my plans were falling into place.

I had one final challenge. My parents. I spent a day with my parents, telling them I did not want to enter society, explaining that I had a mission to complete, and then went on to explain why. I told them the story of Kimmie, then of the many girls that went missing over the years. I explained that this was something I felt very deeply I had to do. Both were shocked to their core, expressed their deep concern, but understood. And while mom cried a lot, they respected my need for independence and my desire to step deep into a world many chose to disregard. I told them about the dangers and that I would contact them when I was able or have Devlin let them know I was okay.
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Chapter 6 
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In the quiet solitude of her small village in Mexico, where life moved at a gentle pace, China's life was filled with the innocence of childhood. The sun-drenched fields and laughter of her siblings and friends painted a picture of simplicity, a picture that would soon be shattered by the cruel hands of fate. At the tender age of seven, China became a pawn in a sinister game played by the head of a powerful cartel.

The contrast between the idyllic surroundings of her village and the horrors that awaited her in the clutches of the cartel was stark. Being the youngest daughter of a poor worker with eight other daughters, China's life took a dark turn, and the innocence that once filled her was replaced by unimaginable traumas. Purchased by the local cartel boss, they took her to their lord, who dragged her into a nightmarish world where she became a victim in a game of power and cruelty, used to fill the needs of the kingpins the cartel lord courted.

The lord catered to the specific needs of his kingpins, no matter what those needs were. He offered lavish parties where fetishes could be fulfilled and many of those he courted enjoyed young children. China was exclusively his until one of his contacts would visit, then he offered her as a prize to that person. China was used mercilessly and often cruelly by the men that the lord worked with. 

She recalled on her thirteenth birthday, a day that should have been filled with joy as she became a woman, her lord, disgusted by her period, took her to a local doctor and had her sterilized. She was given two weeks to heal before being put back to work. China would spend the next four years planning her escape.

Against all odds, China managed to break free from the cartel on her seventeenth birthday. For whatever reason, she was allowed more freedom that day and when the opportunity presented itself, she grabbed her only bag and stealthily traveled through the dense woods surrounding the compound, to the city and to freedom. The escape marked the beginning of a journey towards reclaiming her identity. The horrors she had endured could have destroyed her, but China chose a different path. With strength that defied the abuse of her past, she sought to rebuild her life on the foundations of that strength.

Reinventing herself became a necessity. China understood the dangers that lurked in every dark corner, the ever-present threat of the cartel discovering her true identity. Paperwork and identification became tools for her metamorphosis, casting aside the name and face that bore the scars of captivity. She dyed her hair, bought colored contacts, and built her body into a fighting machine. 

In the silence of dark back streets, China found a form of liberation, a quiet rebellion against the destiny that had been thrust upon her. Her old name was gone, and China had been born. She worked odd jobs that paid only cash until she had enough to travel to America where she became known as China Redder.

Once in the States, education became a source of power for China. Recognizing the power of knowledge, she embarked on a journey of self-education. In the pages of books and the shelves of local libraries, and eventually online courses, China discovered a world beyond the confines of her past. She found free classes at the local college in El Paso, where she crossed, then as she moved east, she signed up for free online classes in English, and other basic courses until she passed her GED. Her thirst for learning knew no bounds, surprising even those who underestimated her potential.

The pursuit of knowledge became a form of resistance. China was no longer defined solely by the traumas of her past, her spirit pulled her from the darkness of that human experience. The girl who had once been a captive became a top-notch scholar in her own right, accumulating wisdom that extended far beyond the academic world. At the ripe age of 25, she thrived in the world of design, had learned about the dark side of modeling, and vowed to help the victims of this world any way she could.

As she faced the challenges of her new life, China channeled her experiences into a fierce commitment to save young models. The scars she carried were not just reminders of pain but symbols of strength, etched into her mind. In her quiet moments, China thought about her journey, recognizing the responsibility that came with the knowledge she had gained.
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