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      9:01pm

      Halloween Night

      Macon, Georgia

      

      Tonight would change everything.

      Anxiety crippled bookish fourteen-year-old Jessica Carmon as she followed four of the most popular girls from Broward May High down Cotton Avenue. Slack-jawed and crooked skeletons hung behind the windows of the late 19th century buildings. Jack-o’-lanterns watched her from the steps of ruddy townhouses. Dressed in twisted costumes, local families and students went from door to door, grabbing fistfuls of candy.

      Wearing a baggy orange turtleneck, a pleated skirt, high socks, a short wig, and thick glasses, Jessica dressed like Velma for her first Halloween since she started high school. Her timidity matched the character, but it blossomed more from self-esteem issues than good acting. Usually lost in a book or watching Japanese animation, Jessica rarely connected with her peers. She was stunned when Emma, Lindsey, Ashlyn, and Hannah invited her out today. She fumbled saying the word “yes” and eventually resorted to nodding to relay her message. Emma’s mom picked them up at 6:50 pm and dropped them off in the downtown. They had been together for three hours, but Jessica trailed behind like an outcast. The girls talked about cute boys, cosmetic products, and other things Jessica didn’t understand. They were all in cross-country, but they never mentioned that once.

      Jessica kept her arms crossed and her head low. A frown tugged at the corners of her lips. After nearly walking into a light post, she forced herself to stay alert. She wondered if the girls only extended the invitation because they pitied her. She cringed. She regretted not spending the night watching cheesy sci-fi horror movies with her father.

      “Hey, Jessica,” one of the girls called out.

      She stopped walking. The four girls looked back at her. Tall and beautiful, Emma wore a white dress splashed with fake blood. Ashlyn had cat ears, painted-on whiskers, and a belly shirt. Quietly confident, African-American Hannah was dressed as a cheerleader with vampire’s teeth. Lindsey had highlighted blond hair that tumbled down the shoulders of her red gown. An ornate masquerade mask covered a third of her pretty face. Her crimson lips grew into a wry smile.

      Lindsey said, “You know Cameron Pike has a crush on you, right?”

      Jessica’s face went red.

      Cameron was one of the football players. She was sure the guy had never looked at her, let alone liked her. Was she really that blind?

      Emma asked Jessica playfully, “You ever had a boyfriend before?”

      Jessica cast down her eyes in embarrassment.

      “Aww,” Ashlyn said. “She’s so cute.”

      The girls giggled.

      Lindsey took her hand. “Come on, let’s get something to drink, and we’ll give you some advice.”

      “O-okay,” Jessica stuttered.

      A small, decorated table sat out in front of a local cafe. A hot chocolate machine stood next to a stack of plastic cups. The middle-aged barista had a large brim hat, a corset, a tattered skirt, and dark leggings.

      Lindsey stopped Jessica before she reached the woman. “Mind if I see your phone? I want to pull up Cameron’s Facebook.”

      “I can do it,” Jessica fished her phone out of the lip of her long socks. The moment it was in view, Lindsey snatched it from her hand.

      Jessica opened her mouth to speak.

      Lindsey cut her off with a gesture and said, “Relax.”

      Jessica hid her frustration behind a weak smile.

      “Go grab us some drinks. I’ll have Cameron's profile pulled up when you get back.”

      Lips pursed, Jessica left the girls and approached the table outside the cafe. “Um, five, please.”

      The woman laughed. “Someone’s thirsty.”

      “It’s for my friends,” Jessica said.

      The woman spoke pointedly. “Tell them if they would like some, they’ll have to come over here themselves.”

      “Oh,” Jessica said, wondering how this could get any more awkward. She noticed the sign next to her. It read, one cup per person in bold letters. Jessica’s mouth made a line on her face.

      She turned back to the sidewalk. People in costumes passed by. The girls were nowhere to be seen. Pulse pounding, Jessica stepped away from the table and looked both ways. She would’ve borrowed the barista’s cell phone, but she didn’t have any of the girls’ numbers memorized. The revelation hit Jessica. They’d left her.

      Was this their plan the whole night? No, they just got distracted. Jessica tried to stay optimistic. They couldn’t have gone far.

      Jessica started down the sidewalk. She looked around with nervous diligence, trying to catch any glimpse of her so-called friends. She cupped her hands on the windows of an art gallery and other open stores and peered inside. No luck. Hugging herself, she contemplated calling her father. She quickly put that idea to death. She was a ninth-grader. She couldn’t be known as the girl who still relied on her father for help.

      Alone, she rounded a corner and saw a large crowd of people gathered around an outdoor concert. The stage jutted out from two buildings and had a Blues band rocking out. Jessica chewed on the inside of her cheek. She felt like someone was watching her. You’re just paranoid, she told herself.

      Feeling uneasy standing alone, she headed to the crowd.

      “Emma? Lindsey?” She called out as she shouldered through the sweaty mass of standing people. Most were college-age. Though there was no alcohol being served, they were drunk and rowdy.

      “Ashlyn? Hannah? Hello?” Her voice was quickly lost in the shuffle of noise.

      Without warning, something cold pressed against her lower back. A chill raced up her spine, and the hair on the back of her neck stood.

      She heard a man’s voice say from behind her, “Don’t move. Don’t scream. Or I will shoot you.”

      Jessica froze. Though the crowd around her sang and cheered, it was like she was completely alone. No one looked at her. She opened her mouth, but no words escaped her. Her heart pounded. Was this a prank?

      The stranger tapped the gun on her back twice. “Walk forward.”

      Teeth chattering, Jessica started to walk through the crowd. Giving her brief looks, people stepped aside.  

      Help me, she mouthed.

      No one noticed.

      No one cared.

      She breached the crowd. The noise faded as she walked down the sidewalk. The man’s quiet breathing and the soft pitter-patter of his boots filled her ears.

      “Please,” Jessica whispered.

      A tear streaked down her face.

      “Turn left up here,” the man commanded as they neared a gap between two buildings.

      She thought about running, but if the weapon was legitimate…

      A dark alleyway appeared to her left.

      Jessica started sobbing. “No… No…”

      “You want to see your parents again?” the stranger asked.

      Jessica sniffled. Maybe if she obeyed him, everything would be okay. She wiped her eyes and turned down the alley. The buildings towered over her. The walls seemed to press in. She passed by dumpsters and a pile of waterlogged wood pallets. The light from the street got farther and farther away. She secretly shook off her bracelet and let it fall. The alley reopened to a lot behind the three-story buildings. There were no cars parked there. Only an ice cream truck.

      Jessica was rigid. Her breathing was erratic. She could feel herself having a panic attack. She’d never had one before and didn’t know what to do. That only made her panic more.

      The stranger prodded her with the gun barrel. “Go on.”

      Jessica shook her head.

      The stranger asked, “You want to go home?”

      Jessica nodded.

      “Then listen to what I say.”

      After a moment of hesitation, Jessica forced herself to proceed toward the ice cream truck. Every step was like pulling teeth.

      “Open the back door.”

      Jessica did so. She tried to steal a glimpse at the man, but he stopped her.

      “Don’t look at me.”

      Jessica kept her eyes forward. She noticed a metal bar mounted under the utensil countertop. One side of a pair of handcuffs was attached to it.

      “Get in.”

      Jessica climbed into the back.

      “Put it on.”

      Trembling, Jessica fashioned the cold cuff tightly around her wrist.

      The stranger closed the door, sealing Jessica’s fate in darkness.
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      11:59 pm

      Five days after the abduction...

      

      Autumn set Macon ablaze. Orange, red, and yellow leaves rattled on the tips of rigid branches. Chilling winds sliced through tight alleys and tumbled over the surrounding farmlands. Throughout the city, modern buildings stood shoulder to shoulder with antebellum relics. Streets overflowing with art galleries and music shops contrasted drab ghettos poorer than ninety-eight percent of the nation. Most noteworthy of all was Macon’s geographic location. Smack dab in the middle of the state, it was a crossroads for drugs, weapons, and people endlessly trafficked in plain sight. Truck stops, bars, salons, and more generic businesses could be a front for the stream of evil.

      Only those with a trained eye could see...

      

      Arden Briar sat at a small booth in the back of the All-American, a dive bar on the western side of the city. She was thirty-three, five foot, six inches tall, and had toned muscles rippling under her freckled skin. Old scars painted her knuckles. Her naturally wavy red hair was cut at her sharp jawline. Freckles dotted her cheekbones. A sand-colored military anorak jacket, white T-shirt, and sports bra dressed her torso. She wore dark jeans and dirty running shoes. Her purse leaned against her thigh. It contained an expensive Canon camera, a costly lens, a hairbrush concealing a plastic spike in the handle, pepper spray, Clif Bars for energy, and more practical items.

      She nursed her water. The ice had melted. The squeezed lemon diluted the bottom of the glass. Her auburn eyes scanned the room like a bird of prey. Throughout the tap house, pint glasses and beer bottles clinked together, rambunctious laughter thundered, and dozens of conversations merged into a single noise. Pool hustlers performed trick shots and forked over dollar bills. Tattooed bartenders topped off drinks and slipped tips into their waist apron.

      Three and a half years ago, Arden had spent nearly every night in places like this, drinking, causing a ruckus, and living on the edge of death. That side of her life was dead now; her eyes were open. Her heart was diligent, and her mind was set with purpose.

      Peter Banks, a forty-plus-year-old construction worker, asked the bartender for another drink. A grease-stained polo hung over his large body. His copper wire five o’clock shadow linked into his buzz cut. With large pants and tan work boots, he sat with one cheek on the stool while the other leg balanced him. Despite the meat on his bones, he had muscle. A ring of barbed wire was tattooed around his thick bicep, as was common for a country boy.

      Arden had been watching him for the last four hours. During that time, he drank a lot, catcalled the waitresses, berated some of the pool players, and proved himself a genuine nuisance. Despite the cold reception, he came here at least twice a week.

      Peter stood, nearly knocking over his stool. To close his tab, he laid dollar bills out one by one as a way of flaunting his wealth. Winking at the bartender, he turned away from the bar and pulled up his slipping pants.

      On his way out the door, his dark eyes found Arden’s. Though he looked at her, he didn’t really see her. She was just another woman in the crowd.

      The moment the door closed behind him, Arden quickly snatched her purse.

      She stepped out into the gravel parking lot. The bar’s tall red, white, and blue neon sign illuminated the vehicles. Standing next to his Toyota truck, Peter fumbled with his keys.

      Arden casually walked to her dingy, Nordic-blue 1993 Lincoln Town Car.

      Peter found his truck’s key and unlocked his door. Grunting, he clambered inside. The vehicle sank under his weight. Kicking up gravel, his truck peeled out of the parking lot and swerved onto the main road.

      Arden tailed four car lengths behind him.

      Peter drove sixty in a forty-five. Not wanting to compromise her position, Arden lagged behind him. She followed him through the main streets of Macon. Skyscrapers reached to the night sky. Old apartment complexes lined certain roads. Streets lights flashed over Arden’s determined expression.

      The seventeen-minute drive ended at the sliding gate of a new strip mall’s construction site. Peter got out of his truck, unlocked the gate, and slid it open. When he had driven in, he got out and sealed the gate behind him.

      Arden parked by the curb. With her purse strap running diagonally across her chest, she jogged to the fence. It was nine feet tall and had a long banner reading Rockhouse Shopping Center coming soon! Arden’s fingers found the gaps between the banner and started to climb. The metal dug into her fingers but didn’t break the flesh.

      Arden reached the top and sat down. Not seeing Peter, she slipped off, landing in a crouched position. A few floodlights shined on the incomplete building. Moving quickly and cautiously, Arden dashed across the empty concrete lot and reached the building. Dotted with sweat and slightly winded, she passed through the hollow corridors. Plastic sheeting and unpainted wood beams formed the halls around her. She stepped past toolboxes and ladders standing around. Eventually, she reached the back window that had yet to be glassed-in. She saw Peter’s truck parked next to a site office shaped like a shipping crate. Arden moved through the building, attempting to find a better view of the office’s windows. The blinds were drawn. Finding a good vantage point of the front door, she unzipped her purse, pulled out her camera, and put on her long lens.

      After she set her camera’s focus on the front door, she pulled a nearby two-step ladder closer and took a seat.

      She waited.

      Despite the cool autumn breeze, perspiration trickled down her cheek.

      There was always a certain amount of risk in her business. It wasn’t just breaking and entering, spying, and going to dangerous places. The danger came from how she spent her most valuable resource: time. More than anything else, Arden had to make sure she was pursuing the right avenues to advance her goal. Tonight, that was saving twenty-year-old Maya Taylor.

      Maya had been missing for two weeks. Her aunt had hired Arden to find the girl. According to her aunt’s testimony, Maya had been running with the wrong crowd for years. She was raised with seven other siblings, all in equally bad places in their lives. By talking to her family, Arden learned that Maya had run off with her deadbeat boyfriend, who claimed she’d left him for another guy. Arden discovered Maya had contact with her boyfriend’s ex-coworkers, who had offered her a job in construction. Right, because a pretty, petite twenty-year-old needed a job doing hard manual labor. Peter was among those who worked at the construction company. It didn’t take Arden long to learn that his rap sheet was full of sexual assault charges. It took a while to learn his routine, but she had. She felt today was the day she was going to find what she needed.

      An hour ticked by before the office door opened again.

      The moment it did, Arden snapped rapid-fire pictures of the inside of the office. Peter smoked a cigarette. Behind him was a small table with a few other men playing cards and snorting cocaine. Wearing a cut-off shirt and short shorts, an African-American girl sat on the lap of one of the greasy, middle-aged men. She looked high out of her mind. There were wrinkled dollar bills in her cleavage. Arden recognized her as Maya.

      When Peter went back inside, Arden checked her pictures, seeing the condemning evidence clearly in focus. Thank you, Lord, she said internally.

      She texted Derrick from the Macon PD. “Lost bird at Rockhouse. Back office. Go in dark.”

      Derrick replied back, “Delivery en route.” 

      Eight minutes later, a police cruiser pulled up to the site office. They should’ve arrived in six minutes, but they had to get past the gate.

      The cruiser flipped on its lights. The two officers got out and gave the door a knock.

      There was a long pause.

      Arden sat back and enjoyed the show.

      Peter sheepishly opened the door.

      Arden barely heard the officer speak. “There was a complaint of illegal substance abuse...”

      The rest was history. The officers called in a second squad car. They were able to take Peter, the two other men, and Maya down to the station along with the evidence.

      Arden texted Derrick, “Thx. See you when the dust settles.”

      She waited until the officers had left the area before dipping out. She climbed back over the fence and slipped into her Lincoln.

      It was nearly 2 am when Arden arrived at the Macon Police Department. Derrick Steward answered the door and gave her a hug. He was a tall, African-American police dispatcher. He had big square glasses and a cue-ball head.

      “She in?” Arden asked.

      Derrick held the door for her. “Room two.”

      Arden trekked through the desolate bullpen. Only a handful of officers worked the graveyard shift. They drank coffee and yawned as Arden approached the holding cell. Inside, Maya was lying on her back on the cold cement bench. Her eyes were closed. One knee was bent. She had a vacant expression on her face. There was no one else there. It must’ve been a quiet night.

      Arden leaned her forearm against the bulletproof plastic. “You still awake?”

      Maya opened one eye, looked her way, and then went back to resting.

      Arden watched her for a moment. Getting no response, Arden said, “Your Aunt Tinda hired me to find you.”

      Maya sat up. General confusion muddled her expression.

      Arden elaborated, “She knew you got caught up in some difficult things. She wanted to give you a second chance.”

      “You want to help, get me out,” Maya barked.

      “I brought you to this place so we can talk,” Arden replied.

      There was venom in Maya’s response. “Wait. You called the cops? Why the hell should I care what you got to say?”

      Arden drew in a breath. “God is after your heart, Maya—”

      “Psh.” Maya shook her head. “What are you? A priest? Get out of here.”

      “He sees you. He cares.” Arden tapped the glass. “Look at me.” Arden’s eyes were genuinely damp. “This isn’t me acting. You’re important. You have great worth. Stop running. Come home.”

      Maya’s mocking hostility turned into dreadful seriousness. “You don’t know my life.”

      “We’ve all been through the wringer.” Past regrets flashed in Arden’s mind; they seemed distant, like faraway fog. “Whatever you’ve done, whatever has been done to you, He is bigger.”

      Maya was silent for a moment. “What do you get out of this? I know my auntie ain’t paying you nothing.”

      Arden cracked a smile. “If I wanted money, there are a million other things I could be doing.”

      “So, what then?”

      “Because you’re valuable,” Arden replied.

      Maya cast down her gaze.

      Arden straightened her posture. “My friend is going to get you in contact with a group that can get you on your feet. They’re good at helping girls who’ve had similar experiences. Take care, Maya.”

      The girl didn’t reply.

      Arden rejoined Derrick away from the holding cells. She gave him a card with the rehabilitation program information. “This is for the girl.”

      Derrick pocketed it as they walked toward the exit. “How many is that this month? Seven? Eight?”

      Arden shrugged.

      Darrick smiled. “Keep that up and we’ll have to hire you.”

      Arden buried her hands in her jacket pocket. “Good night, Derrick.”

      “Night, Briar.”

      At 3 am, Macon was quiet. The roads were empty. The stores were closed. Police sirens echoed somewhere far away. Arden parked outside of a two-story building. The first floor was a cheap Chinese buffet. A metal staircase was bolted into the side and led to Arden’s practice. Briar Investigative Services. Moths fluttered around the hooked lamp above the old wooden door.

      Arden entered, acclimating to the stench of old Chinese food that forever permeated the small office. It consisted of three rooms with equal widths but varying lengths. The first was the waiting area, consisting of two rows of six chairs pressed against the right and left wall, then there was Arden’s office, and her studio apartment. The office had a simple tin desk backed by a bookshelf. A painting of a boat on the ocean hung on the wall. Another door opened into her small studio apartment. She could walk from her bed to her kitchen in a matter of seconds. Before anything else, she changed out of her day clothes. Arden turned on some music, lay back in bed, and mumbled her thanks until she drifted away. Asleep or awake, it didn’t matter. This city, this room, this bed was not her home.

      She slept until her internal clock got her up at 6:43 am. She brewed coffee, filled it with cream and sugar to the point where it would probably rot out her teeth, and then got into the Word. She opened to Ephesians 5:11 “…have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.”

      Arden sipped her mug and went to read the next verse.

      A buzzing noise took her out of the moment. Arden checked the time. She still had over an hour before she opened. Getting dressed in a blue-striped button-up and jeans, Arden slipped on her shoes and headed into the office.

      The person outside pressed the buzzer again.

      Arden opened the door.

      A giant towered over her. He was six foot, three inches tall. He had a full beard that connected to the faded sides of his head. His eyes were dark, bloodshot, and haunted. There was a small scar that interrupted the outer end of his right eyebrow. He wore a rugged utility jacket that was unbuttoned over a plaid shirt. His jeans were denim with black work boots tucked underneath the ankle sleeves of his pants. Even without his tall stature, the man would be intimidating.

      “You’re Arden Briar?”

      She nodded and shook his hand, feeling the calluses on his palms. “And you are?”

      “Joe Carmon,” the man said. “Can we talk?” His bluntness made it sound like he was an angry father.

      It’s a little early, Arden held her tongue. She gestured for him to come in.

      She took a seat at her desk. Joe glanced around the room, absorbing the information that was around him. He took a seat near the edge of the chair, facing the desk.

      Arden studied his movement. His posture was straight. His body was very controlled. Possibly military, Arden theorized. By the dark circles under his eyes and the shallowness of his cheeks, Arden guessed he hadn’t been eating or sleeping.

      She spoke politely, “You want something to drink?”

      “I had a Red Bull on the way over.”

      Arden cracked a smile. “At seven in the morning? Living dangerously.”

      A little light returned to Joe’s countenance. It was quickly consumed by his gloom.

      Arden folded her hands on her lap. “What can I do for you today, Joe?”

      He stared off at nothing for a moment. He broke his stare and looked into Arden’s eyes. “I need to find someone.”

      “You’ve come to the right place,” Arden replied.

      Joe pulled out a folded picture and slid it across the table. “Her name is Jessica.”

      The girl was young, fourteen or so with long hair, big glasses, and a studious look about her.

      Arden recognized her. “She’s the one that vanished on Halloween?”

      “You’ve been keeping up with the news,” Joe said.

      “There’s not much there, honestly,” Arden replied. “She went out with friends, got split up, and vanished. What’s your relationship?”

      “She’s my daughter.”

      Arden absorbed the information. She had dealt with many people who’d lost their loved ones. Some investigators got jaded. Arden tried to not be one of them. Remembering the stakes were real kept her driven. After all, she was dealing with a real family with real lives, hopes, dreams, and aspirations. “I’m sorry,” she said gently.

      Joe set his jaw for a moment. “The police say they are getting tips, but I’m not hearing any results. Now, I’m stuck waiting for someone else to do something while my daughter is who knows where. You know what that’s like?”

      Arden’s eyes glossed over. “Yeah. I dealt with that with my sister.”

      “Did you find her?” Joe asked.

      Arden blinked and remembered the pale cadaver.

      Her expression must’ve tipped off Joe. He said, “You felt useless—worthless—like you’ve lost all control.”

      “Tell me about Jessica,” Arden said, switching the focus of the conversation back to him.

      Joe eyed Arden, seemingly suspicious she didn’t give him a chance to dig deeper. Arden didn’t relent.

      “She’s quiet. Smart… a lot smarter than me at her age.” Joe smiled to himself. It left as fast as it appeared. “Kids like that don’t have many friends, and after her mom passed, I tried my best to be there, but teenage girls can be complicated. We moved down here six months ago. She wanted to step out of her shell more. Some of the girls on the cross-country team invited her out on Halloween. They picked her up—”

      “What time?”

      “18:50. I told Jessica to be back by 20:00. She convinced me to let her stay out a little longer. The other girls lost sight of her. They thought I had picked her up, so they didn’t bother calling her.”

      “Is there any possibility that she ran away?” Arden asked.

      That struck a nerve. “No.”

      Arden asked another question, “Have your relatives ever picked her up?”

      “I have a brother in Seattle, I never see. My parents live in Daytona. My aunts and uncles live throughout the country. None of them would have taken her,” Joe replied. “I haven’t talked to most of them in years.”

      “Did Jessica exhibit any strange behavior before she went missing?” Arden asked.

      “She was the same old, same old,” Joe said. “Look, I told the police all this stuff. I get it’s standard protocol, but let’s just get boots on the ground.

      Arden said half-jokingly. “Without information, I don't know where to go.”

      “That’s why I’ll show you,” Joe said.

      “That’s not how this works.”

      “It’s been six days since she’s been missing. My girl could be—” he stopped himself from saying the word. After catching his breath, he continued, “Time is short, and every second wasted is another second she’s gone.”

      “Hey,” Arden said calmly. “I’ll do my best to find your little girl. You just need to stay strong.”

      Joe smirked. “I’m not after counseling. I need results.”

      “I know—”

      Joe pulled out a stack of dollar bills and put it on the desk. It must’ve been at least ten grand. He kept his hand on top of the stack.

      Arden stared at the money. Usually, her jobs ran from two hundred to six hundred a gig.

      “Find her,” Joe said. “It’s yours.”

      Arden forced herself to say. “That’s too much.”

      “Accept the deal,” Joe said, almost commanding. “You won’t get a better offer.”

      Joe pulled a few bills off the top and put them on the desk. “Here’s a down payment.”

      “Fair enough.” Arden took the three hundred and fifty bucks and went to open the desk drawer.

      “One more thing,” Joe said.

      Arden stopped.

      “I’m going to help you,” Joe said with cold seriousness.

      “Of course, we’ll go over the circumstances surrounding her disappearance and anything else about Jessica’s life that may lead us to her.”

      Joe spoke seriously, “You want this money, we work together. As a team.”

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Arden replied.

      “I’ve served two tours in the Middle East,” Joe said. “Marines. I’ve seen and done a lot of things that you wouldn’t imagine.”

      “I appreciate your service,” Arden said. “But, there are certain regulations that prevent you from having a partnership with me.”

      “So you’d let some document stop you from looking for my daughter?” Joe asked, growing frustrated. “I’m not a praying man, Briar. I don’t believe in any of that drivel, so you’re my next best option. Let me tag along. Help me find my daughter, and all that money will be yours. Even if you don’t find her, I’ll still pay you. Deal?” The man openly wore his desperation.

      Arden’s instinct was to give the man back his money, but she thought about the verse of the day. Expose darkness. Maybe she was supposed to do this. Maybe helping this man was part of a bigger divine plan. Her wisdom said to reject him, but something deep within called her to do otherwise.

      Arden rubbed her brow. “There are certain rules that must be followed. One, I’m in charge. What I say you do, you do. Rule two, if I say that you are done, you are done. Understand?”

      For the first time, hope brightened Joe’s face.
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      9:36 am

      

      Joe got into his 2004 Ford Mustang. Dirt and dust painted its glossy black body. The engine rumbled. Stickers related to the Marine Corps decorated his bumper.

      Arden followed him in her Lincoln. Her hands stayed calmly placed on the steering wheel. Though her expression appeared neutral, she couldn’t help but think about the deal she had just made. Joe seemed honest enough. However, the more Arden understood the forces working in the world around her, the harder it was to trust anyone.

      They drove through Cotton Avenue. The surviving 19th-century buildings stood alongside modern architecture. Arden and Joe parallel parked outside a cafe and smaller shops.

      Joe counted the quarters in his palm and paid for both of their parking meters. He glanced around the area. “Her friends were on this sidewalk when they lost track of her.”

      Arden asked, “What did Jessica dress as that night?”

      Joe smiled sadly as he remembered. “Velma.”

      “Scooby-doo?” Arden asked.

      Joe nodded. “Yeah…”

      The two were silent for a moment.

      “Someone might have seen her,” Arden said.

      They started going from shop to shop, talking to the clerks about who had worked Halloween. They talked to a few managers but had no success. Eventually, they found a lady in charge of a small coffee shop. Rustic decor hung on the wall behind the counter. She glanced over the picture of Jessica. “Yeah, I remember her. Sweet thing. She tried to get hot chocolates for her friends.”

      A look of urgency appeared on Joe’s face. “What time?”

      “It was maybe 10 pm or so.”

      Arden processed the information. “And her friends were gone at that point?”

      The lady nodded. “I sure didn’t see them.”

      Joe rubbed his hand down his face. “Which way did she go?”

      “It's hard to say,” the lady said. “I was serving a lot of people. She might have gone to the concert a block away. To be left by her friends like that…” the lady said with compassion. She looked at Joe. “I’m sorry, dear.”

      Arden asked, “Did you see anyone follow her?”

      “No.”

      When they returned to the sidewalk, Joe set his jaw.

      Arden saw his rage building. “What?” she asked.

      “I was told that Jessica got split from her friends, not that she was abandoned,” Joe replied. “On a night as busy as that, you’d think they’d be more careful.”

      “There are only a few things more brutal than high school girls,” Arden replied. “I’m sure we’ll find time to talk to them, but first, let’s search the area.”

      Arden pointed out a number of security cameras on different buildings. Arden told the building owners about her mission and need to view the footage from Halloween. Most of them had either turned over their footage to the police, or it was programmed to delete every forty-eight hours. Unable to pursue that lead, Arden had to get creative. She imagined the event from the abductor’s point of view and knew that her goal would be to lead the victim into a secluded location to kidnap her. However, on a night as busy as Halloween, she needed a lure. She asked Joe if Jessica had a habit of going off by herself.

      “She has always been a loner, but she was never stupid,” Joe said. “She knows just how sick people can be. I told her expressly to stay in a group and not to talk to anyone who was above her age. If anything, she would’ve found another crowd to blend into.”

      They reached the place where the concert was held, but there was no longer a stage there. It was just an alley with a few tables and chairs. A handful of littered pamphlets and loose pieces of candy were washed into the corners of the nearby buildings.

      Arden looked back to where they had started. “It probably took Jessica three to five minutes to get here,” Arden estimated.

      Joe looked down the vacant streets. “You think she would’ve come this way?”

      “If she was trying to find her friends, sure. This was probably the most interesting thing on the street. Also, it’s more crowded, as you said. We’re going to need to find out who played that night,” Arden said.

      She shut her eyes and played out the abduction in her head. Jessica and her friends trick or treated down the sidewalk. Jessica’s friends left her, Jessica went to find them. All the while, the abductor would’ve had to be watching her, perhaps from across the street. Arden looked that way. On Halloween night, it would’ve been easy to jaywalk. There were so many people out that the police wouldn’t have heavily enforced such laws. The abductor could’ve seen Jessica heading to the crowd and would’ve tried to intercept her while in the midst of people.

      Arden researched Macon Halloween on her phone. After finding a dozen or two posts on the various social media platforms, Arden was able to create an accurate mental image of the size of the concert. She guessed it was around seventy to a hundred people.

      Joe anxiously watched her, waiting for her to speak.

      Arden ended her train of thought and raised her brows at him, silently posing a question.

      “Thoughts?” Joe asked.

      Arden pointed across the street. “There’s a high probability that the abductor crossed around there and intercepted Jessica in the midst of the concert.”

      “There must’ve been dozens of witnesses,” Joe said, finding hope.

      “Perhaps, but there’s a good chance they didn’t see anything,” Arden said. “With the ruckus, people, and costumes, she could’ve easily been lost in the crowd.” Seeing Joe’s expression sinking, Arden added. “But who knows?” She looked up ahead and saw an alleyway with a blind turn. “This way.”

      Arden walked on ahead. Joe was quick enough to keep pace with her. They reached the threshold of the alley. Arden looked back to where the concert had been. “If the abductor got her to this point, he could’ve hidden her from the masses. It’s blind on all sides.”

      Arden gestured for Joe to follow. They reached the end of the alley. There was a small lot that connected with a smaller road, which ran in a parallel line behind the buildings.

      “There are multiple escape routes,” Arden pointed out. She glanced up the buildings. “No security cameras. Big enough to park a van.” She locked eyes with Joe. “If I were to take the girl, this is where I’d do it.”

      Joe paced around the area. “There is nothing here.”

      Arden didn’t believe that. They circled the lot, taking time to thoroughly examine the ground. She walked down the skinny road that ran along the back of the buildings. Joe went down one side, and Arden explored the other. After forty-five minutes, they returned with nothing. Arden was impressed by Joe’s patience. One of the things most people forget when it comes to being a sleuth is the amount of time it takes to find something. It wasn’t like the TV shows, where everything was tightly packed into an intense hour of finding clues and catching bad guys. A lot of what Arden did was guesswork, patiently retracing her steps over and over again, and backed by a lot of prayer. Arden passed through the lot again. The little bit of sunlight that breached the alley illuminated the corner of a small silver bracelet that was partly underneath the dumpster.

      Arden knelt down and pinched it with two fingers. She held it in front of her face and scrutinized the silver chain bracelet with a cute cat’s head pressed in on a metal, coin-like charm. On the back were the initials “J.C.”

      Joe outstretched his hand. “May I?”

      Arden placed it in his palm and stood.

      Joe’s bloodshot eyes glossed over. “I got this for her last Christmas.” His thumb brushed over the cat. “I didn’t know she still wore it.”

      A slight smile crept up Arden’s face. “I think she left it here for us to find.”

      Joe took a second to process the information and then closed the bracelet in his fist. “We’ve got to keep looking.”

      Over the next hour and a half, they retraced their steps, sifted through trash, and got on their knees to examine nearby drainage ditches. They didn’t find anything else of Jessica’s, but Arden was just happy they were on the right trail. If Jessica was witty enough to drop clues during the middle of her abduction, she might have a pretty good chance of survival. At six days gone, she was going to need her wit. It could be the only thing keeping her alive.

      Arden and Joe returned to their vehicles.

      Arden said, “I want to talk to the girls she hung out with that night.”

      “A few of them are on her track team,” Joe said. “We still have a couple of hours before they are out of class.”

      “What high school?”

      “Broward May.”

      “Ah,” Arden said. It was one of the nicer public schools around here. She could possibly convince the principal to let her talk to the minors, but they might want their parents present. Arden would rather avoid that. She needed the girls to be transparent with her, and having an adult present could cause them to twist their answers.

      A question suddenly popped into her mind. “Where is Jessica’s cell phone?”

      “That’s the thing. It’s been off since that night,” Joe said.

      “Does she have Facebook?”

      Joe groaned. “She has them all.”

      Arden quickly looked her up. She didn’t have many posts on any of the big social media platforms. “She’s not on here very often.”

      “Good, I tell her most of that stuff rots her brain,” Joe replied. “She prefers reading.”

      The last picture that Jessica had posted was a picture of her Velma costume laid out on her bed.

      The light on the phone screen reflected in Arden’s eyes. “What were the names of her friends?”

      “Um…” Joe thought. “I believe it was Emma and Hannah. There were two others, I think. I don’t know their last names. The police have already spoken to them.”

      Arden opened up Jessica’s friend list and scrolled through the pictures of different people. Joe pointed them out. Arden quickly looked through their pictures from last week.

      Meanwhile, Joe eyed his daughter’s bracelet.

      Arden uncovered a few pictures of the girls together on Halloween night. Jessica was the timid one out of the bunch, always more toward the back or side of the frame. After 10:15 pm, the pictures didn’t include Jessica.

      Joe’s face went red with anger.

      Arden glanced at him. “You good?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m solid,” Joe lied. “Let’s just head to the school already.”

      Arden followed him over to the school. Broward May had two thousand students. It had a nice cross-country field, football field, and gym. It consisted of three buildings interconnected by covered sidewalks.

      Arden was tempted to bypass the authorities and go straight to the track-and-field coach. Instead, she decided to go through the proper channels. They entered the school and stopped by the security guard. “Can I help you?”

      Joe smiled. “Is Principal Wyatt available?”

      After Arden flashed her P.I. license, the security officer had them pass through the metal detector. The halls were lined with colored lockers. The floors were glossy with little scuff marks. There was a trophy case and the school’s mascot, a bulldog with an ugly mug and spiked collar. They knocked on Principal Wyatt’s partly open office door. Inside, they could see the lady talking on the phone.

      After a few moments, Principal Wyatt called them inside. Her large wooden desk dwarfed her. She was a short woman with a woman’s business suit and rosy blush on her plump cheeks. Her hair formed a frizzy orb around her head. Her rehearsed smile and soft eyes had a way of effortlessly casting judgment, much as if she were looking at a stupid dog who couldn’t help its ignorance.

      “Mr. Carmon,” Principal Wyatt said in her naturally rich Southern accent. She took his hand with her tiny hand. “I’m sorry about Jessica. I must say that we’re doing everything we can to find your little girl. The vigil took place two nights ago, and posters are everywhere. I’ve even taken precautions at the school to make sure that such an event doesn’t repeat itself.”

      “Thank you,” Joe said.

      She pitied him with her masterful, sympathetic smile before turning her attention to Arden.

      “Arden Briar, Private Investigator,” Arden introduced herself.

      Wyatt seemed amused. “I don’t believe I’ve ever met a real sleuth. You’re working with Joe, I assume?” Before Arden could answer, Wyatt asked Joe, “Why not go to the police?”

      Joe felt his anger rise. “I waited six days for them and got nowhere.”

      “Well, I for one can vouch for the Macon PD,” Wyatt said proudly. “They are professionals, after all.” She glanced over to Arden.

      It was hard to tell why the woman was so stand-offish. It was probably a power play. She was the alpha dog around here. Arden didn’t let it get to her. There were bigger things at stake. “We wanted to talk to the girls that were with Jessica the night she went missing.”

      “I don’t think I can do that,” Wyatt said, shooting down her suggestion with a sad look. “We can’t give out information about our students without their guardians’ consent.”

      “I understand,” Arden replied. Sometimes it was easier to work with a thug than a bureaucrat. “What if you let us speak to them under your direct supervision?”

      “Do you have any idea how much trouble I would be in?” Wyatt replied. “I don’t mean to offend, but you are a complete stranger.”

      “I can assure you that I am completely legitimate.” Arden showed her the P.I. license. “I do most of my work looking for missing girls. I saved some from prostitution, others from drug dealers and abusive boyfriends. I can only do that with the proper information. Right now, with Jessica being gone for so long, her chances of survival are dismal.”

      Joe cast down his gaze.

      Arden kept going. “Without speaking to these girls, it could spell Jessica’s death. I don’t think you want that in the headlines. Moreover, I don’t think you want to see a teenage girl turn up dead.”

      Arden let her words marinate. She could see the cogs turning in Wyatt’s mind. Joe watched her, too. He was smart enough to let the woman think silently.

      “Well…” Wyatt cleared her thought. “Broward May is about community excellence, amongst other things, but I’ll need to bring the students’ parents to accompany them.”

      Arden responded, “You know high schoolers. They aren’t the most transparent with their parents. I need to talk to them privately. Just us.”

      “But protocol—”

      “This goes beyond protocol,” Arden said, growing in passion. It wasn’t a show. She meant it.

      A frown sank Wyatt’s face.

      Joe kept quiet.

      Wyatt broke. “I guess it couldn’t hurt, but you’ll only have a few minutes.”

      “That’s all I need,” Arden replied.

      Meanwhile, Joe gave Wyatt the names of the girls. Wyatt called them over the intercom and offered them some refreshments. Arden never refused free coffee. They took a seat on the waiting room couch. There were different pictures of various football players and fundraising events.

      Wyatt spoke to someone in the other room.

      Joe spoke quietly. “I’m surprised you were able to pull that off.”

      “Favor of God,” Arden grinned.

      Joe looked at her like she was crazy.

      Arden didn’t care. “The girls’ parents might be upset with me overstepping my bounds. I’d almost ask you to leave the room.”

      “No,” Joe said. “We agreed that we do this together.”

      “Do they know you?” Arden asked.

      “I don’t think so. Jessica rides the bus home. None of these girls have come over to the house. The media has only shown her face, not mine,” Joe explained.

      Wyatt entered wearing a weary expression. She folded her hands together. “They are on their way. I’d caution you not to make this a bigger deal than it already is.”

      Arden nodded.

      One by one, the girls funneled into the room. Emma was tall, lean, and beautiful. She would probably end up being a model. Lindsey was shorter, with highlighted blond hair and an air of arrogance. Ashlyn had red hair, freckles, and locked eyes at Joe. Last was Hannah, who was African-American, thin, and had a quiet confidence. Out of all of them, Arden could quickly pick up that Lindsey was the ringleader.

      Arden and Joe stood up and let the girls have the couch.

      “What’s going on?” Ashlyn asked.

      Wyatt smiled politely at them. “This is Ms. Briar. She’s a local investigator who wants to ask you some questions about Jessica Carmon. Then you can return to class.”

      Lindsey looked confused. “But we already spoke to the police.”

      Arden replied, “I’m running my own investigation. Like Principal Wyatt said, it’ll only be a few questions.”

      Ashlyn smiled. “If it keeps me out of class, she can ask as many questions as she likes.”

      The other girls didn’t look as comfortable.

      Lindsey looked at Wyatt. “Shouldn’t we have our parents here?”

      Arden spoke before the principal could. “You are mature girls. You can handle it.”

      “But—”

      “Tell me what happened on Halloween night,” Arden said.

      The girls went silent.

      Emma spoke up, “We all went out. Jessica got split up. We thought she’d found a way back home, but, uh, we were wrong. Is she okay?”

      “I’m trying to figure that one out myself,” Arden answered. “Now, let’s be honest, girls. You didn’t really like Jessica, did you? Don’t worry. You won’t get in trouble.”

      None of the high schoolers looked at her.

      “I get it. She seemed a little nerdy, awkward. An outcast,” Arden said.

      The room got uncomfortable.

      Arden didn’t pull any punches. “You thought it would be funny to play a little prank on her. So you had her dress up to go out on the town with you. That only confirmed just how much of an outsider she was, but you didn’t mind. You knew you were going to leave her alone. That was the whole point.”

      The room got so quiet Arden could hear the wall clock ticking. The conviction was heavy. Good. That’s what Arden needed. “You asked for her phone, didn’t you? Otherwise, your prank wouldn’t work. So what did you tell her? Can I take a pic? Or let me show you something?”

      None of the girls replied. Hannah sniffled.

      “Then you sent her to run an errand,” Arden continued. “Like getting something from the local stand. Once she turned her back, the group of you hid. You probably watched her for a bit, and when you saw she was going the wrong way, you decided it was time to go. Funny, right?”

      Emma wiped a tear. Lindsey refused to look anywhere near Arden. Ashlyn was as pale as a ghost. Hannah’s mask of quiet confidence was breaking.

      “Jessica’s gone now,” Arden said plainly. “Possibly dead.”

      Hannah wept.

      Wyatt saw she was losing control. “Ms. Briar, perhaps we should discuss this…”

      Arden turned to her with dagger eyes. “Give me a moment. Please.”

      Wyatt averted her gaze.

      Arden turned her convicting look back to the student. “Chin up, girls,” Arden said. “Come on.”

      One by one, they forced themselves to look at Arden. All of their eyes were glossy. Emma and Ashlyn were terrified of her. Hannah kept crying. Lindsey hated her with a passion.

      Arden spoke calmly, “You can’t change what happened, but you can decide what you want to do in the future. Jessica’s life depends on it. So which one of you has her phone?”

      The girls didn’t reply.

      “I’m not a cop,” Arden said. “I can’t arrest you, but I need to know.”

      Emma relented. “We… we hid it.”

      “Where?”

      Emma looked at Lindsey for guidance.

      Lindsey glared at Arden. “I want to talk to my parents. Why aren’t they here?”

      Arden gave her a look that shut her down.

      Hannah broke down crying. “I hid the phone in my purse.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      “No.”

      “Where is it?” Arden asked

      Hannah spoke through her sobs, “I lost it. I got home and checked, and it was gone. I swear. I was going to give it to her the day after. I never meant for any of this to happen.”

      “You’re on the track team, yeah?” Arden asked them.

      They nodded.

      “Did Jessica act strange days prior to her abduction?” Arden asked.

      Ashlyn’s voice cracked. “No, but there was this guy.”

      “Who?”

      “I didn’t see him, but he was around the track a few days before,” Ashlyn wiped a tear. Her mascara was staining.

      “What did he look like?”

      Ashlyn shrugged. She had her arms crossed. “I don’t know. He had a ball cap and sunglasses. He was white. I think he had on a polo.”

      Arden asked the other girls. “You saw this, too?”

      Lindsey shook her head, and the other two followed. It could be a worthwhile clue… or it could be nothing.

      “Anything else you want to tell me about Halloween?”

      Emma shook her head. “We didn’t see her again, after we…”

      The silence of the rest of the girls confirmed her statement.

      Arden took a step back from the girls and turned to Wyatt. “I think we’re done here. Give them a few moments to collect themselves.”

      Arden and Joe waited in the hall until the last of the girls had gone to class. When they returned to the office, Wyatt wore her discontentment on a sour face. The fake smiles and judging eyes had fallen into despair.

      Arden asked her about the cameras at the cross-country field. Wyatt, already dug in too deeply, allowed them to view the security footage. Thankfully, track practice was at 3:30 pm every day, so it was easy to fast-forward to the time when the stalker arrived. Five days before the abduction, Arden saw the shoe of someone step into the camera frame. Arden concluded that the man either had tremendous luck to stop just outside the camera’s view, or he had known where the camera was before he had arrived. None of that could be proven now. The list of suspects grew. Perhaps it was a teacher or parent. If that were the case, Arden had her work cut out for her.

      Arden addressed Joe, “Ready?”

      Frowning, he nodded curtly.

      Arden left the room and then the school without saying a word. She got to her car and fished out her keys. “Lunch?”

      Joe drew in a deep breath.
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      They ate at a small hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant. Murals of rural Central America were painted on the walls, catchy music played through the speakers, and the authentic food filled the room with an appetizing aroma.

      Arden squeezed a lime over her fish tacos.

      Pensive, Joe stared at his burrito bowl.

      Arden eyed him. “Not hungry?”

      Joe speared a piece of steak on his fork and ate it.

      “Like it?” Arden asked.

      Joe nodded.

      Arden took a bite of her taco. After chewing, she said, “You want to say something.”

      Joe smirked halfheartedly.

      Arden put down her food. “You don’t agree with my methods.”

      “I don’t like seeing girls cry,” Joe grinned.

      “How would you have handled it?” Arden asked.

      Joe didn’t have a response.

      Arden leaned back. “For a long time, I was just like them. I played little gossip games, stuck around busybodies, and said something nice to someone and then immediately insulted them behind their back. I can’t tell you how many relationships I destroyed, men I stole, and disruption I caused just because I couldn’t help but get involved in other people’s business. I was addicted to it. It was like I was part of my own little movie.”

      “What changed?”

      “That’s a long story,” Arden replied. “In the end, I learned that the only way to break that cycle was to come out swinging. They expect people to meet them at their level and play their word games. We could’ve listened to those girls go on for hours about how they loved Jessica, that they just wanted her to feel accepted, and that’s why they had invited her out. It would’ve all been about how they were good people and your daughter was the idiot for separating from the pack. I’m not putting up with it. You shouldn’t, either.”

      “You’re brutal, you know that?”

      “Now you know why I work alone,” Arden said. “I’m not always the best at making friends.”

      Joe chuckled.

      Arden could see him slipping back into sorrow. “Hey.”

      Joe looked up at her.

      “Eat up,” Arden said. “We’re making good progress, but we need fuel if we want to keep going.”  

      In the silence, memories splintered in Arden’s mind. Her sister’s cold body lay face down in a ditch. Arden blinked, and it went away. The flashback was almost random, but it was enough to nearly murder Arden’s appetite.

      Joe said, “Jessica would’ve liked you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re a lot like her mother.”

      “In what way?” Arden asked.

      Joe thought on it as he chewed. “Sherry was a free spirit. She didn’t care what people thought of her. I think Jessica got her quiet side from me.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to her?”

      Joe hesitated, “Breast cancer.”

      “I’m sorry,” Arden said.

      “That was five years ago. Jessica was only nine at the time.”

      “My parents were killed in a car accident before I could remember them,” Arden admitted. “My younger sister, Patricia, and I spent most of our childhoods moving from orphanage to orphanage. Our independent nature didn’t earn us any favors.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Joe replied with a wry smile.

      “Tell me more about Sherry.”

      Joe spun the wedding ring on his finger. “She was gorgeous, almost to the point that it made me nervous about taking her out anywhere. She also had this very dry humor, you know? She’d always wear this little grin every time she was joking. I can still see it, like I was looking at her face today.” Talking about it brought some color back to Joe.

      “How long were you two together?”

      “Since I was eighteen. I was finishing high school and getting ready to enlist with a recruiter when I decided to go to my mother’s church for the first time in forever—for her sake. I remember scooting in next to Sherry, almost shocked to see someone so beautiful in a small Baptist church. I asked her out that afternoon. Much to my surprise, she said yes.” Joe leaned back and basked in the memory. Slowly, his expression darkened. “For a moment there, I was almost tricked into believing God was real. The world sobered me up.”

      Arden didn’t have any easy answers. “Just because He’s all-powerful doesn’t mean that everything is His will. We have a real enemy.”

      “You believe in that stuff?”

      Arden shrugged.

      “Look at the world around you. War, murder, rape... and you say that God’s in charge.”

      “I’m under the suspicion that He’s a lot more active than we think, but He won’t violate our free will. If He did, it wouldn’t be a real choice. For example, I could shoot you, but that doesn’t mean God wants me to. If He struck me down the moment the thought arose, it would violate free will. He can’t do that. So, the solution to these problems is to understand God’s love and live from that place.”

      Joe’s tired, haunted eyes locked on hers. “You’re projecting goodness on something that’s either absent or uncaring.”

      “Its your right to believe that,” replied Arden. “Even if you’re wrong.”

      Joe almost seemed offended by Arden’s response. Silence lingered over the table like an invisible fog as the two ideologies battled a secret war.

      “Let’s talk about Jessica,” Joe suggested.

      “I agree. Is there anyone you suspect? Anyone from your past? Old rival? Creepy neighbor? What about your time overseas?”

      Joe’s face turned stony. “I don’t talk about Iran.”

      “It seems like a worthwhile conversation,” Arden replied. “The more you tell me, the more I can help you.”

      Joe glared at her. His stare was unrelenting. The topic was obviously a sore spot. Arden could sense that today was not the day to get those answers.

      “There’s no one wanting to blackmail me,” Joe replied. “If they did, they would’ve left a ransom letter.”

      Arden fished out a few dollar bills to tip the waitress. “If it’s not someone connected to you, that would mean we’re looking for a child abductor or a human trafficker.”

      “How do we stop them?” Joe asked.

      Arden stood and stretched. “Research.”

      They returned to Arden’s office.

      She had pulled up the Missing Person database on her computer screen. Joe walked around and hovered over her shoulder. Arden went through every picture and read about the circumstances surrounding the disappearance. If the abductor had taken children before, her goal was to establish a pattern that mimicked Jessica’s vanishing. If looking at Jessica’s own abduction wouldn’t get her far, maybe witnesses from a similar case could help connect the dots.

      She said to Joe, “You want something to do?”

      Joe nodded. “Whatever it takes.”

      Arden smirked. “Find everything you can about Halloween night in Macon. Search social media tags for Halloween and any press covering the event. We are after coverage and photographs of the concert and the surrounding area.”

      Joe sank into one of the chairs and pulled out his smartphone.

      “Oh,” Arden remembered. “Keep an eye out for the girls who were with Jessica. I want to know where they went after they left her. Perhaps they saw more than they let on.”

      “Gotcha,” Joe replied.

      Keeping a notepad out next to her laptop, Arden jotted down the names of any local girl around the age of fourteen who went missing over the past decade. She also looked at abductions that occurred on Halloween night in years prior. She even searched the seediest part of the web to see if anyone was boasting about a violent Velma fantasy, but it was impossible to separate the incessant humor and real stalkers.

      Minutes quickly turned into hours, and soon it was dark out.

      Arden’s eyes burned from staring at the screen. She’d been so caught up in her research that she hadn’t turned on the office light. Joe was too engaged in his own study to care.

      Arden watched him work for a moment. He scratched his beard as his eyes stayed glued to the screen. She had to give him kudos for sticking with the research. Most people thought that private investigation was cool, boots-on-the-ground espionage. While that was a part of it, the other ninety-eight percent was research. If done poorly, it could compromise a case. Laying a proper foundation was key to success. For that reason, Arden kept her mind open until there was a solid motive. If she became so caught up in her personal theories, she could get blindsided, so she kept exploring various avenues and motives as to why Jessica, out of every girl in Macon, was taken. Keeping her options open was also a risky move, namely for her own psyche. If she ventured too deep down the rabbit hole, she could get mixed up in what was true and what was fiction. She had to trust her instincts. What they told her now was to take a break. It had been a long day. As much as she wanted to spend every second looking for this girl, she needed time to herself. She went to voice these concerns to Joe, but he was so lost in his research that he hardly noticed her looking his way.

      “Ready to turn in for the night?” Arden repeated herself.

      Joe chuckled numbly. “Whether I’m ready doesn’t matter.”

      “Well, I’m gonna call it,” Arden said, yawning. “We don’t want to burn out on day one.”

      “The human body is a lot more resilient than you think,” Joe replied.

      Arden checked the clock. It was almost midnight. “You don’t have to go home…”

      Joe got up from his chair. “But I can’t stay here.”

      “You got it,” Arden replied.

      Still hunched over his phone, Joe headed for the door.

      “Joe,” Arden called out.

      At the threshold, he glanced back.

      Arden said, “You find anything, let me know.”

      “You’ll be the first one I call.” Joe left.

      Arden rubbed the sleep from her eyes and ran her hand up her ginger hair. After a moment of standing and doing nothing, she called Derrick.

      “Yo,” he replied.

      “Markle’s?” Arden asked.

      “Phew… Sure, give me fifteen.”

      “Don’t sound too excited,” Arden replied with sarcasm.

      Arden hung up and slung on her jacket. After locking her office and getting into her car, she saw that Joe’s Mustang was still parked. Seated in the driver seat, the light from the screen reflected on Joe’s face.

      Arden drove through the city. She passed by the clubs and bars and reached Markle’s, a low-key restaurant/bar she’d been visiting for years. It had red booths inside, jazz music, and a hazy atmosphere full of misfits.

      She arrived and was greeted by Larry, the large Sicilian man running the bar. “I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

      “Been busy.” Arden removed a small box from her purse. She put it in his hand. “For your wife.”

      “What is it?” Larry asked.

      “You trust me?” Arden asked.

      Larry nodded. “All the time.”

      “Then give it to her,” Arden replied. Knowing Larry’s wife, she thought a necklace would cheer her up after the recent mugging.

      She walked to her favorite booth. It had a picture frame full of dollar bills with all sorts of people’s names on them. Not a drinker anymore, she ordered a Coke and waited for Derrick to arrive.

      Her lanky friend eventually slipped into the booth. He adjusted his rectangular glasses. Tonight he wore a purple button-up, dark jeans, and Nikes. He ordered a beer and, as he settled, said to Arden. “Here to congratulate me on that bust last night?”

      “That was last night?” It felt like weeks ago.

      “Long day?” Derrick asked.

      “I got a new client. Military guy.”

      “What’s his angle?”

      “Desperate father who is tired of waiting on the police. What makes it interesting is that he’s paying me to allow him to work with me.”

      “Huh,” Derrick processed that. “Sounds like you found that intern you were looking for.”

      “We’ll see,” Arden replied. “Even with his help, his girl has been gone for a week. Without the proper resources, it’s hard to say what chance of survival she has.”

      Derrick raised a brow. “You’re asking for my help?”

      Arden grinned tiredly, “You know me too well.”

      “Digging into the police’s current investigation is out of my sphere of influence. You’ll have to become a consultant if you want to get in on that,” Derrick replied.

      “C’mon, Derrick. Help a poor girl out.”

      “I’m always a phone call away, but a desk jockey can only do so much,” Derrick replied. “Enough about business. Take a load off.”

      Arden struggled to shift gears in the conversation.

      For the next three hours, they just chatted and joked. Derrick was like a big brother to Arden. They met years ago when Arden had consulted in a small investigation regarding a few stolen heirlooms. Arden had decided to consult with the police after appraising the expensive items, and thus her friendship with Derrick had begun. Though they didn’t have much in common, it was the jigsaw aspect of their relationship that kept them together. Derrick was a huge nerd. He loved talking about Star Wars, Star Trek, and the latest cartoons. Arden enjoyed listening, even if she didn’t care about those things. She hardly watched TV and enjoyed spending time away from the desk. After a series of late-night conversations, their friendship became centered on stopping traffickers and saving prostitutes. Since then, Arden and Derrick had developed a sort of code, shorthand speak to help each other. Because Derrick worked as a dispatcher in the police department, he was a reliable source of information and a good ally.

      With Arden’s sister gone, Derrick, though not blood, was the last family she had.

      It was nearly 4 am when Arden arrived back at the parking lot of her office/home. She exited her car, turned, and immediately looked up at an ominous figure. Arden’s instinct was to put her kickboxing training to the test. However, she quickly realized it was Joe.

      He spoke quickly, “I was going to call you, but I realized I never got your number.”

      Arden glanced around the lot. “Space, please.”

      “Oh,” Joe said and took a few steps backward. “I wanted to show you something.” He showed her his phone screen. It showed a picture from the concert.

      “I did what you said,” Joe explained with excitement. “I looked through hundreds of pictures from different local students and participants around Halloween night. Eventually, I found this.”

      Arden zoomed in. Standing amidst the mob of people was a blurry image of a girl dressed as Velma and a man wearing a rabbit mask standing behind her.

      “No way,” Arden said.

      Joe tapped the screen. “That’s Jessica. And the man, look where his hand is.”

      Most of the image was blocked off by the people from the mosh pit. It had been taken by one of the partygoers with a selfie stick. Arden was able to see that the man’s hand was low on the girl’s lower back. It was like he was guiding her or holding something against her. A gun? It was impossible to tell with the photograph.

      “Did you find any more?” Arden asked.

      “No, and believe me, I tried.”

      Arden glanced back down at the man with the rubber bunny mask covering his whole head. A small smile rested on the animal’s rubber mouth. The man's baggy, black hoodie bunched up at his waist. Arden felt her stomach twist as she looked into his hollow black eyes. She was looking at Jessica Carmon’s final photo.
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      A look of silent terror held on Jessica’s face. The picture made it seem like she couldn’t breathe. The man in the bunny mask probably held her at gunpoint.

      Arden contacted the police tip line. She sent the photo and time stamp.

      Joe eyed her with suspicion. “You’re letting them take over.”

      “I’m just putting irons in the fire,” Arden replied. “We’re not working against the police. We’re just not as bound up by their bureaucracy.”

      The wind blew gently, brushing Arden’s bangs across her forehead. Joe clenched his jaw shut and looked down the street. He wasn’t keeping an eye out for anything in particular; he was merely lost in thought.

      Halloween night had made it easy for the abduction to occur. No one would question a man in a costume. It was impossible to tell his age. If Ashlyn’s testimony regarding the man she’d seen outside the school proved true, he was most likely Caucasian.

      Arden checked her watch. She needed to sleep, but the latest revelation invigorated her.

      She invited Joe back into the office. They continued their research until sunlight breached the windows. Arden grimaced as she moved her stiff neck. Joe yawned and stretched his arms high above his head. They’d gone through a few pots of coffee and had another brewing.

      During the course of the night, Joe had printed out a collage worth of photographs from the concert and taped them across the wall. Only three had images of Jessica and the rabbit. They only showed a small portion of them, like Jessica’s elbow or one of the rabbit’s ears. As Arden had theorized, the abductor wasted no time in leading Jessica through the crowd. A quick online search showed that most Halloween and costume stores sold the same mask, meaning that following the receipt trail was hopeless. Arden then moved into researching the white rabbit’s significance. Obviously, the Alice in Wonderland reference was the most prevalent, but that wouldn’t help her. She needed something solid. With Joe’s help, Arden started to look into older abductions where someone in a rabbit mask was the suspected culprit. They found a few results. Arden turned back to Joe with a look of awe. They uncovered an article from four years ago where a Macon child was almost abducted by a man in a bunny mask during the summer. The suspect was never found.

      Joe shook his head. “There must’ve been others. Freaks like this don’t just strike every four years.”

      Further research proved that Joe was right. The Missing Person database revealed six “known” abductions scattered across middle Georgia. The victims were between the ages of eight and sixteen over the last eleven years, and they had claimed to have seen someone in a bunny mask days prior to their disappearance. There was no documentation listing any demands or ransom being made to the public.

      Four of them were still missing. One overdosed in her apartment a few days after she got home, and one was still alive. Her name was Tosha. She had been arrested multiple times and was currently incarcerated for sex trafficking. Reports showed she’d been drugging girls’ drinks at the bar where she worked and selling them to the highest bidder for the night.

      “The state penitentiary is two hours away,” Joe pointed out.

      Arden folded her hands behind her head. “We’d need to be approved on the visiting list. The process will take too long.”

      “So, we can’t talk to Tosha?”

      Arden shook her head. “That’s just the realities of working within the law.”

      She glanced back at the busted paper with Tosha’s photograph. Something stood out. There was a small tattoo on the woman’s earlobe. It was of a small rabbit head with the letter S in the middle. The ends of the S had a sharp barb.

      This piqued Joe’s interest. “Stockholm syndrome.”

      “Possibly,” Arden said.

      She researched the symbol. Buried on the eighth page of the Google search engine, she found the link to a small massage parlor/spa located in Macon. The spa’s symbol matched the one on Tosha’s ear.

      “Looks like we found our next stop,” Joe said.

      It was a twenty-minute commute from Arden’s, and it didn’t open until 10 am. It was 8:32 am.

      “Maybe we can get some sleep before—” Arden started saying before Joe cut her off.

      “What if these people have my daughter?” Joe reminded her.

      The statement guilted Arden into getting into the car. They decided to take Joe’s vehicle. The spa shared a strip mall with a smoke shop, a palm reader, and a fan store. The front windows had graphics of men and women lying on massage beds. The sign read, “Serenity: Massage Parlor and Spa” hovered over the door. The symbol rested behind the words. It showed the S and a bunny.

      The lot was vacant. Arden was wary about taking a walk around when she saw the security cameras. She didn’t want to alert the owners or raise any suspicion. If the place was a front, the people inside would be cautious. Joe kept them parked at a gas station across the street.

      At 9:15 am, an eighty-something-year-old woman dressed in yellow flowing clothes and an unassuming man in his twenties, dressed in a polo and white pants, entered the establishment.

      The next few hours were grueling. Arden and Joe watched in shifts. The one who was awake snapped pictures of whoever entered and exited the spa while the other napped. In the middle of the afternoon, they decided to scope out the place from inside. They entered the lobby. Serene photographs of bamboo and stacked rocks decorated the walls. Magazines discussing alternative health treatments rested on lampstands in the waiting area. The old crone in yellow scrutinized them as they approached the front counter. Her face was shriveled like a raisin and seemed genuinely unhappy.

      “Welcome to Serenity,” she said with a raspy voice.

      Joe smiled. “We were wondering what services you offer.”

      The crone started to list off the different massages. As she spoke, Arden inquired about the bathroom.

      The crone stopped talking and turned to Arden. “Go through the doors. It will be the second door on your left.”

      “Thank you,” Arden replied.

      She passed through the door and started down a stubby corridor lined with a few closed doors. Arden became keenly aware of the security camera watching her from the end of the hall. She glanced at the various closed doors but kept moving toward the bathroom. She couldn’t afford to appear suspicious, especially if she had to come back.

      The bathroom had a single toilet and sink. Some of the tiling was cracked. A few hairs lingered in the sink. Arden felt something was off. She stepped back out into the hall and saw the young man who had entered with the crone earlier in the day. He closed one of the few doors behind him as he stepped in. Arden noticed a flight of stairs descending below the parlor.

      Arden made her way back to the lobby. Joe was still chatting with the woman at the desk. Something he said made her blush. The two of them turned to Arden when she approached. Joe flashed the pamphlet describing the different massages.

      “Any one catch your eye?” Joe asked.

      “A few,” Arden replied. She glanced over the pamphlet. “Tell me more about the facility.”

      “We have four massage rooms and a spa,” the old crone said.

      “Is there anything else?”

      “No,” the old crone said. “This is what our facility has to offer.”

      Arden nodded. A sudden look of alarm overtook her face. “Darn it.”

      The concerned look carried over to Joe. He waited for Arden to continue.

      “I have that meeting with Kelly in an hour,” Arden lied. She directed her attention to the old lady. “I’m so sorry about this. We’ll come back sometime soon, I swear.”

      They returned to the car. Once they got inside, Joe drove away from the spa. “I asked her about the girl with the tattoo, but she doesn’t recall anyone like that working there. I don’t think she was telling the truth.”

      Arden absorbed the information. “They have a basement.”

      “Is there something down there?”

      “I don’t know. The place has security cameras everywhere.”

      “So, how will we get in?” Joe asked.

      “We wait and see,” Arden replied.

      After getting lunch, they returned to the stakeout. They searched the Internet on their phones to see if they could read reviews about the place and hopefully learn something. They had no such luck. The place only had three out of five stars. Most of the people who disliked it called it lower class and dirty.

      At nightfall, things got interesting. More people started to arrive, but most of them male between the ages of twenty and fifty. They entered the smoke shop and palm reader, but none of them came out.

      Joe eyed the strip, suspiciously, “There is something going on here.”

      Arden had her plan in place. They returned to the spa. There were a few people waiting. The old crone recognized them as they ventured to the desk. Arden apologized about the day’s delay and asked about an appointment.

      She signed up for a deep tissue massage and was directed to a room with a stack of folded clothes. She got changed, hid her phone, and waited for the masseuse to arrive. She was a very young, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, a timid Hispanic.

      The girl awkwardly smiled. Her nametag read, “Nana.”

      “Do you go to school around here?” Arden asked.

      The girl gestured for Arden to lie down on her belly. Arden did so.

      Arden asked if her parents lived around here.

      “No English,” Nana replied and got to work.

      “Do you like your job?” Arden asked after a few moments.

      “Yes,” Nana said robotically.

      A little while later, Arden asked about the basement.

      The girl stopped massaging her for a moment. She went tense.

      “Is there another spa down there?” Arden asked.

      Nana said, “No English.”

      She didn’t answer any more of Arden’s questions.

      When the massage had ended, Nana wasted no time leaving the room. Arden changed back into her clothes. She was disappointed to see that the audio recorder on her phone didn’t pick up anything useful. Nevertheless, it was painstakingly clear that something was going on in the basement.

      She met Joe outside and told him what had happened. The smoke shop stole his attention. They decided to check it out.

      Provocative pictures, glass bongs, and other babbles idolizing weed culture lined the walls. A long glass cabinet stretched down the rectangular room. Despite the number of cars parked outside, the place was empty.

      “Well, that’s not suspicious,” Joe remarked sarcastically.

      Arden nodded and stayed alert. At the back of the room was an employee door. After browsing around for a moment, it opened. A greasy, middle-aged man walked behind the counter. Arden and Joe approached him.

      Joe said to him, “We’re looking for something, and heard you were the man to ask.”

      Arden smiled and pressed in close to Joe. “My partner and I are looking to spice up our evening. Would you have any suggestions?”

      The storeowner directed them to a two-person bong, some sexy items, and other things Arden wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole.

      “We were hoping for something more exotic,” Arden said.

      The clerk eyed her suspiciously. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Joe pulled out a wad of cash. The clerk stared at the money.

      Joe leaned in. “We know people come in here for more than what’s on the front counter.”

      After hesitating, the clerk gestured for them to follow. They passed through the employee’s door, stepping into a small hallway. There was a closed door to a storage closet and a stairway blocked off by a waist-high rope. The clerk told them to wait while he searched the closet. The moment he left their sight, Joe stepped over the rope.

      “Wait,” Arden whispered loudly.

      “I’ll only be a moment.” Joe quietly darted downstairs and out of sight.

      After waiting to see if the clerk would return, Arden grunted and stepped over the rope. Her shoes clacked on the wooden steps. She reached the bottom. Dim and hazy ceiling lights cast their ominous glow around the dark room. There were branched into several hallways.

      Arden didn’t see Joe.

      A deep, rhythmic bass bled through the walls. Arden followed the sound down one of the halls and to a closed door. She cracked it open, but her instincts stopped her before she could peek inside. She quickly twisted back, seeing the clerk staring at her from down the hallway. He held a taser.

      Arden knew that she was one wrong word away from being finished. Her heart started pounding rapidly.

      The clerk glared at her. He had dark circles under his eyes. His greasy bangs were sweat-glued to his forehead. “What are you doing down here?” the man interrogated.

      Arden put on a smile. “I was curious, that's all.” She started to take steps toward him.

      The man didn’t move. “You’re in big trouble.”

      “That’s what I’m looking for,” Arden flirted. She kept going toward him until the man aimed his taser.

      “Careful now.” Arden kept up her act, but her heart was racing. “You don’t want to hurt your customer base.”

      “You’re nobody,” the man replied.

      “I’m just a woman interested in what you have to offer,” Arden replied. “I heard that this was the place to be. My partner and I have money, if that’s what you are wondering.”

      “Where is he?” the man asked.

      “He was upstairs when I got curious,” Arden replied. “I’m surprised you didn’t see him on the way out. Look, let’s just stop wasting time.” Arden got close enough to touch the man’s arm and lower the taser. “And start talking shop.”

      The man put his greasy hand on her cheek. “What do you want?”

      “I’m after girls,” Arden gambled.

      “I’m going to need to frisk you.”

      Arden allowed him to do so. She was unarmed. “I keep my purse.”

      “Can’t allow that.”

      “You can make an exception,” Arden told him. Her sultry words seemed to convince him.

      The man led Arden down the hallway. She followed, feeling grimy for acting this way. Fear crept in as she ventured deeper into the strange basement. She wondered where Joe had gone. She was escorted into a hazy room. She realized it was beneath the spa. It had a small bar with a few tiny tables. The bartender was a scantily-clad woman serving drinks. She looked a lot like Nana. Arden wondered if they were sisters. There were a few men drinking at the tables and laughing. They had diverse lifestyles. For example, one was in a suit and tie. Another was a construction worker. Arden took a seat near the back. She was offered a drink. She accepted whatever they had on tap but wasn’t going to drink it. It was more for appearance than anything. She waited for Joe to arrive. The businessman and construction worker gave her lecherous looks. Arden kept herself from shuddering. The vileness of the place ate her skin like some sort of flesh-eating disease.

      Eventually, a buff man who looked more like a bull than a human approached her. He had on a muscle shirt with biceps the size of her head. He placed a menu in front of her. Arden looked over it. It had the names of different candy, along with their sizes and ethnic background.

      “What’s the latest item?” Arden asked, improvising as she went. She still had a brush with the hidden spike inside her purse. It might be her only hope if things went downhill.

      Despite the man’s intimidating appearance, he had a softer voice. “Her.”

      He pointed at Lemondrop. Arden felt like she was going to vomit. Instead, she thanked the man. He escorted her down to one of the rooms and unlocked it. Inside was a bed with mirrors on three sides and on the ceiling. Arden didn’t see any cameras. Good. There was a girl on the bed. She had blonde hair that was going dark at the roots. She wore a small cut-off shirt and short shorts. Her face was sunken. She had track marks on her arms. Arden assumed she was between seventeen and nineteen. She glanced up at Arden, surprised to see a female.

      Arden waited until the door was closed behind her before approaching the girl. The girl started to undress when Arden said, “Wait.”

      The girl seemed confused.

      “I’m Arden. Who are you?”

      “Lemon,” the girl replied.

      “Your real name.”

      “I’m not allowed to say.”

      Arden nodded, understanding. “How long have you been here?”

      “I’m not allowed to say.”

      Arden said. “I want to help you, but I can’t do that without some cooperation.”

      Lemon gave her a deadpan look. “Can we skip the roleplaying?”

      Arden opened her mouth for a rebuttal but thought better of it. To come in like a knight in shining armor was probably out of touch with where this girl was at mentally. She probably thought everything Arden was saying was a lie. She had to push through anyway.

      “How many girls work here?”

      “Seventeen,” Lemon replied. “You’re wasting your time. You only have me for forty minutes.”

      “I don’t care about that,” Arden said. “Have you seen any new recruits?”

      “I said, I’m not allowed to—”

      Arden squeezed the girl’s jowls, shutting her up. “Listen to me, okay?”

      Lemon was terrified.

      “Were there any new girls?” Arden asked. She loosened her grip.

      “I don’t know. They never really tell us anything,” Lemon said.

      “What’s your guess?” Arden asked, taking her hand off her mouth.

      Lemon downcast her eyes. “You really shouldn't be asking all these questions. They don’t like it.”

      The doorknob started to jiggle.

      Arden turned back just in time to see the door start to open. She quickly hid behind the side of the door. Holding a taser, the buff man entered. He turned just enough to see Arden, but she struck him in the throat with her fist. Her other hand punched him in the groin two more times. He fired off the taser but missed horribly. As he fell to a knee, Arden gave him a right hook and then a left. He tried to grab her. Arden skipped back a step. The man missed. She kicked him in the nose. There was a crunch, and blood started flowing down his lips. Arden whaled on him until he was out of commission. Both her hands throbbed in pain. She had busted her knuckles. A sickening pit formed in her stomach as she realized what she had done. Despite this, adrenaline fueled her. She noticed a small hole drilled in one of the wall mirrors. It was evident there was a camera spying on her.

      Still on the bed, Lemon gawked at her.

      “Run,” Arden said.

      Lemon was out of the room in a jiffy.

      Arden grabbed keys out of the unconscious man’s pockets. She stepped into the hallway.

      Arden looked down the hall. Yelling and running, a group of four more men came charging at her. Arden’s stomach dropped. “Oh, God.”

      Arden quickly picked up the taser and shot one of the other four. He gurgled on the floor as Arden held down the trigger. The one man in the back was smacked in the head with the leg of a bar stool and crumbled. Joe stood behind him. He met eyes with Arden briefly.

      The two remaining men focused on Joe. He ducked, escaping their swinging batons. He hit one in the side of the knee, snapping it inward, then swatted the other one in the mouth. All four were down within a matter of seconds. Joe held one in a chokehold to make sure he was out cold. The rest were too beat up to fight back.

      Meanwhile, Arden began to unlock the various rooms. Some of them just had the girls, but some had men and women engaged in various acts. Joe joined her as they began opening various doors, looking for Jessica. Room after room after room, they had no luck. Some of the girls just stared blankly, others screamed, and a few darted for the exit. There must’ve been about twelve.

      Not waiting for them, Arden and Joe reached the bar and caught a glimpse of the bartender wielding a shotgun. She fired a blast just as Joe and Arden entered the room. They quickly ducked for cover outside of the door.

      Joe yelled, “What the hell is going on?”

      Rubbing her bleeding knuckles, Arden yelled back. “We’re getting out of here.”

      Joe kept hold of the chair leg. He peeked through the doorway.

      Boom!

      A blast of buckshot peppered the corner of the threshold. Wood and brick exploded from the impact site. While the woman cocked the gun, Joe threw the chair leg. It hit the bartender’s nose, staggering her. Without hesitation, Joe quickly ran through the small speakeasy, vaulted over the bar, and slammed into the woman. She went crumbling down.

      Arden tried to get cell service. She wasn’t lucky, so they ran up the stairs leading out of the bar and went to the other side of the spa’s basement door. It was locked, but Arden was able to get cell service. She dialed the police.

      “9-1-1, state your emergency.”

      “Shootout at Serenity Spa. Underground trafficking ring.”

      The door to the spa swung open. The man who had entered with the old woman stood on the other side. He was backing away from them and holding a pistol. Arden and Joe dashed down the stairs as he opened fire.

      They dove behind the bar.

      Bam! Bam! Bam! Different booze bottles were shot and exploded into a rain of glass shards and liquid.

      Arden kept her head low. Her call ended due to a lack of service. She prayed.

      The shooter got closer. He held the pistol in both hands. He was going in for the kill. Joe picked up the shotgun from the passed-out bartender. Taking a breath, he popped out of cover and fired a blast at the ceiling to threaten the shooter.

      The shooter pushed over one of the tables and crouched behind it. He and Joe exchanged pop shots, while Arden stayed low.

      Two minutes later, the police swarmed in. Out of ammo anyway, Joe and the man dropped their weapons and put their hands up. Even Arden was cuffed and brought upstairs. Her heart was still pulsing rapidly. She kept silent with her head down. The police forced her to sit on the curb.

      One by one, they escorted out the ladies and patrons from all three of the shops. EMTs used gurneys to carry those who were passed out. There didn’t appear to be any fatalities.

      One of the officers grabbed Arden from under the armpit and shoved her into the back of a squad car.
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      The ceiling light buzzed faintly. Despite it being late autumn, the AC pumped out freezing air. Arden’s wrists rested on the top of the aluminum table. Her blood hardened on her knuckles. She kept her eyes down. Her foot tapped anxiously. The walls of the compact interrogation room closed in on her. A high-pitched ringing sounded in her ear from all the close-quarters shooting.

      The doorknob twisted.

      Arden straightened her posture.

      The investigator entered. A file was tucked under his arm. He had salted-brown hair and deep lines on his jaw despite being in his late forties. A small smile lingered on his clean-shaven face. His eyes were dark, old, and droopy like a dog’s. He wore a nice button-up with a charcoal blazer. A silver watch held snugly to his wrist.

      He pulled back his chair. The legs screamed against the tile floor. He took a seat and studied Arden for a moment.

      Arden didn’t try to hide her exhaustion. Bags were forming beneath her eyes, and her skin was a sickly pale from a lack of sleep, food, and comfort. Her short red hair was disheveled.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” the man extended his hand. “Detective Dawkins.” His powerful grip left Arden’s fingers feeling. Dawkins put down the file. “Arden Briar.” He read slowly. He flipped through the pages. “Not much of a record.”

      “I like to keep on the right side of the law,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins’ smile widened. Was his grin genuine or condescending? Arden could not tell.

      “Some people around here call you Macon’s Girl,” Dawkins said.

      Arden raised a brow.

      “It’s true,” Dawkins confirmed. “They say you’re a champion of the little people. They say you go out of your way to help the police in an unofficial capacity.”

      Arden didn’t reply. She was aware that vigilante methods of catching criminals were a point of compromise. Her only true contact in the department was Derrick. The more she could keep him out of this, the better. She couldn’t live with herself if she had stained his reputation.

      Dawkins closed the file. “Was this spa treatment part of another one of your off-the-books investigations?”

      “Should I get my lawyer?” Arden asked.

      “It’s up to you,” Dawkins said. “I’d rather just have a talk. Peer to peer.”

      Arden didn’t know if she could trust him. Jessica needed her to get out of here quickly. A lawyer would slow down that process and also annoy the detective.

      “I went in there looking for Jessica Carmon,” Arden admitted.

      “So, you suspected there was a sex trafficking ring beneath the establishment before you entered?” Dawkins interrogated.

      Arden adjusted slightly on the hard metal chair. “I was following a hunch. I’ve been contracted to search for Jessica Carmon. After some research, I theorized that Serenity might be where she was located.”

      “How did you come to this revelation?”

      “Following the symbolism,” Arden replied. “I believe that the man who took Jessica has abducted multiple minors. One, who I believe was taken by the perpetrator and then later was released, had the tattoo that matched Serenity’s logo. As a private investigator, I arrived and scoped out the area for a bit. Once I moved inside, I realized there was something strange about the place. I noticed stairs leading into the basement, but the owner claimed to have no basement.

      “Later, I noticed traffic arriving at the smoke shop on the same strip. There was a basement in the back as well. My partner and I decided to investigate. That’s when we discovered the brothel. My intention was to inform the police as soon as possible. However, in my attempt to leave, I was attacked and had to resort to self-defense. I tried to help some of the girls on my way out. Admittedly, that escalated the conflict. Thank God we got out of there alive. Did you ever find Jessica?”

      Dawkins replied, “I can’t disclose that.”

      “Were there any casualties?” Arden asked.

      “I can’t disclose that, either.”

      Arden leaned onto the table and locked her fingers together. “Detective, what happened tonight was a calamity. If I had known about the operation beneath the spa before entering, I would’ve contacted the authorities much sooner. This whole event proved to me one thing: whoever abducted Jessica Carmon has connections with these people. I don’t have access to the resources I need to go deep into this operation, and I imagine you don’t have the time. Sign me up as a consultant. I’ll take care of the grunt work, and we’ll have a steady feed of information going both ways.”

      “I didn’t realize this was a job interview,” Dawkins said in reply. “What happens to all the charges against you?”

      “I say we forget about that,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins laughed at her boldness.

      “You know what I’m saying is true,” Arden said. “We’ll be a lot better off as a team.”

      Dawkins thought on it.

      

      Arden pushed open the police department doors and looked at the sunrise over Macon. Its golden rays outlined various buildings. The chilling autumn wind was still warmer than the AC blasting in the department. She pinched the bridge of her nose in an effort to keep her head from pounding. It didn’t work. Her feet guided her down the stairs, but her legs felt like jelly. She had a hard time seeing straight.

      She called a cab and headed back to the office. She meant to call Joe, but instead, she crashed on the small bed. She didn’t even bother changing. That night, she dreamed about being trapped in a dark room, with the only sliver of light coming from beneath the door.

      She heard a buzzing noise.

      Lying on her face, she opened one eye. Her vibrating phone shimmied on the lampstand. She picked it up. It was an unrecognized number. Arden answered it and rolled onto her back. She held the phone to her ear. The unmoving ceiling fan seemed seconds away from falling on her. “Briar speaking,” she answered.

      “Hey, it’s Joe.”

      Arden rubbed her face with her free hand. She glanced over at the clock. It was 5:11 pm. She’d slept most of the day.

      Joe continued with a little frustration and worry in his voice, “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for the last few hours. Thank you, by the way, for getting me out. I thought for sure they were going to charge me.”

      “I was going to talk to you about that,” Arden replied. “You know Tattnall Square Park?”

      “Yeah,”

      “Meet me there in twenty.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      After getting changed, Arden arrived at Tattnall Square Park. The autumn leaves were in full bloom. The sun was going down. There were a few joggers and a picnic set up nearby. Arden leaned back on her bench. She listened to the rustle of the leaves and thought about all the times she and her sister had run through this park. They were children, unaware of the forces working around the world. They were blissful in their ignorance. Arden was sometimes envious about those times. The thing about truth is that once you know it, you can’t go back. To see the world for what it is, as beautiful yet rotting, as massive yet growing smaller, changed many things for Arden.

      Joe joined her on the bench. He wore a hoodie and jeans. His tennis shoes were scuffed. He looked more haggard than he ever was before. His eyes were more haunted, and his forehead was deeply creased. He drank from a water bottle. “You good?”

      “Still a little shaken,” Arden replied. “You?”

      “I’m ready to bring down more of these guys. Anyway, why are we meeting here instead of the office? Shouldn’t we be researching? If the guys at Serenity don’t have my daughter, maybe they know the one who does. I was thinking you could use your contact in the police department to get us the different names.”

      “Joe,” Arden said guiltily.

      A look of concern fell over Joe’s face. He waited for her to continue.

      “I’ve signed on as a consultant with the police department,” Arden replied.

      “Okay, so you have access to even more of their connections. Smart move,” Joe complimented her.

      Arden took a deep breath.

      Joe asked, “Why is this not good news?”

      “Because I have a P.I. license and I’m not connected to the case in a personal way, I’m able to consult with them. But…”

      Joe’s lips sealed up tight.

      Arden gave him a reassuring touch on his upper arm. “Joe, I’m sorry, but if this case grows into something bigger, and it might by the way things are shaping up, we can’t afford anything or anyone who could compromise the investigation.”

      Joe didn’t say anything.

      Arden kept speaking, “I was barely able to convince them to let us go, and it wouldn’t have been possible if I hadn’t built years of a reputation with the late-night staff. They really put their necks on the line for me, and I did the same for you. It didn’t come without a price.”

      Arden tried to recover. “I assure you, I will do everything within my power to save your daughter. You have my word.”

      Joe turned to her. “We do this together. That was the deal.”

      “That was before there was a shootout,” Arden said. “I’d recommend you keep researching. I can funnel that information to the proper authorities.”

      “So, I’m a desk jockey now?” Joe asked, rhetorically.

      “Don’t be melodramatic,” Arden shut him down. “This isn’t over for you. We just can’t have you working in the field. Your unpredictable nature nearly compromised everything.”

      “My unpredictable nature?” Joe scoffed.

      Arden gave him the evil eye. “Do I need to remind you that it was you who charged into the salon first?”

      “One second wasted is another second those freaks abuse another little girl,” Joe argued.

      “I get it,” Arden related, thinking of her sister’s death. “But this is the way things are now. It was either work with the police or be caught up in the crap-show that happened at the salon.”

      A dry leaf broke away from the tree and danced through the air. “Like I said, I’m sorry, Joe.”

      Joe buried his face in his large palms. After a moment, he lifted his head. His eyes were bloodshot. “I’m guessing you’ll want your money.”

      “Hold on to it,” Arden replied. “Buy something nice for Jessica when you get her back.”

      Arden stood.

      Joe stayed back by the bench, almost at a loss as to what to do. Guilt twisted in Arden’s gut. To tell him to give up searching for his daughter wasn’t easy, especially after he’d saved her life a few times. It was for the best, Arden concluded. She’d exposed other smaller prostitution rings by herself, but never had she’d dealt with one that tried to shoot her. She felt queasy thinking about it. It was almost like a lucid dream.

      She glanced back at Joe one final time. She imagined the next time she’d be seeing him would be with news about his daughter.

      To blow off some steam, Arden took a trip to the gym. She ran on the treadmill for an hour before heading over to the boxing area. She taped on her gloves that were previously in the trunk of her car and whaled on the dummy until her wrists hurt. Every punch, she imagined the shootout. Every right hook, she saw the men who had abducted those girls, every quick jab, she thought about how many organizations were available.

      Breathing heavily and drenched in perspiration, Arden called out one of the local men and asked him to spar. A reasonable person would tell her to catch her breath before a big fight, but she needed to simulate reality. Enemies rarely attacked you when you were at your finest. It was how well you could fight when you were at your weakest that determined your true strength.

      At first, her sparring partner was hesitant about making any moves on her. After Arden landed a few good hits on the man’s jaw, he fought back. Arden held her own for a while before he slammed her with an unforeseen right hook. She blinked and was lying on the floor of the boxing ring. She tasted copper in her spit and pushed against the floor to get up. The man sparring with her gave her a hand. Feeling dizzy, she decided that was enough for today. She stepped under the rope and dropped off the stage. She removed her gloves and wiped down her face with a towel. After chugging two bottles of water in ten seconds, she threw up a little bit in the trashcan and then went to the locker room for a shower.

      When she finished, she got dressed and headed back home. Her hair was still wet on the drive back. The nice neighborhoods were largely quiet while the lower-income ones were starting to get filled up with loud locals shouting obscenities or playing obnoxious music. She wondered how many girls were getting trafficked tonight and who was profiting.

      In the early morning, Arden arrived at the police precinct and waited at the reception desk until Detective Dawkins came to get her. He wore a cream-colored sports coat with dark brown elbow patches that didn’t fully match his gray-and-white-checked pants. His hair was combed back, and his walk was brisk. If Arden had to describe his mood, it was excited. “Ready to pull some teeth?”

      “As long as they aren’t mine,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins smirked. His arrogance was far more bearable this side of the interrogation room. Moving through the busy bullpen, a female detective joined them. She was short and walked with her chin up. Her sharp jaw and no-nonsense expression made her both appealing and intimidating. Her brunette hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She did not have a widow’s peak. She wore a blouse tucked into her slacks with her detective badge worn like a necklace. From Arden’s perspective, she was a strong woman raised around boys. Arden would be curious to see how they got along. Two alphas in the same room wasn’t always a good thing.

      Dawkins introduced her, “This is my partner, Detective Kovac. She heads up Vice with me. Don’t get on her bad side; her father is the chief.”  

      “You don’t have to tell everyone that,” Kovac replied.

      “I just want to make sure you’re treated with the respect you deserve,” Dawkins replied.

      Kovac shook Arden’s hand. “You’re the P.I. that shot up Serenity?”

      “That’s one way of saying it,” Arden said.

      Kovac looked her up and down. “Sloppy work. You could’ve gotten a lot of people killed.”

      Saying anything would probably further stir up the hotheaded woman, so Arden kept her mouth shut. This wasn’t a contest of egos, and Arden didn’t want to burn any bridges on her first day with the police. They stopped by Dawkins’s desk. It was covered with sports memorabilia, mostly related to baseball. He casually flipped open a file. It showed the mugshots of the eight men arrested at the spa/smoke shop.

      Dawkins tapped his finger on them and grinned at Arden. His smile was slightly lopsided. “These are our new best friends. We let them marinate last night. They didn’t get much sleep. We made sure to run our batons across the cell bars when they shut their eyes. I think they’re willing to talk.”

      “A little brutal,” Arden remarked.

      Kovac smirked with judgment. “Like they don’t deserve it. These people are scum.”

      “On that, we can agree,” Arden replied. “So, what’s the agenda?”

      Dawkins said, “We talk to them, see what they know. You’ll need to wait in observation. It’s general protocol.”

      Arden nodded. She wanted to see how they worked anyway.

      Arden set up in the operating room, watching the interrogation through the one-sided window. The first of the eight was Harold Lang. He was a thirty-two-year-old with a history of gang violence. His current demeanor was a mix of reckless and annoyed. Arden could tell that he was the type of person who believed the world revolved around him.

      Dawkins and Kovac played good cop and bad cop. Dawkins used his arrogant charm to try to get Lang to talk while Kovac’s method was brute force and accusatory speech. They spoke to the man for two hours. He responded with curse words and provocative statements. In the end, there was not much information gathered from him. The next five detainees were the same way. They were rude and unruly. They talked to the woman, but most of them were too hyped up on drugs to respond.

      Arden stayed engaged, listening to the conversation, hoping that something would be said about Jessica Carmon. They made no mention of her. The final two suspects had polar opposite reactions. One was crying and begging to be let out. He apologized profusely for attacking Arden and said that he was only in the salon because one of the guys said he had to be. He was a “victim” being blackmailed. Dawkins offered to help him out if he was willing to rat on his friends, but he wasn’t. The man was a good actor. The final perpetrator, the old crone who owned the establishment, didn’t say a word the whole two hours, even with Kovac barking in her ear nonstop.

      Arden met with the detectives after the questioning had ended.

      Dawkins yawned. “See anyone you liked?

      “None of these guys are going to be easy to break,” Arden replied. “They know they are screwed, and they will fight tooth and nail before they confront what they did.”

      Kovac put one hand on her hip. “They’ll break.”

      Arden continued, “I noticed they danced around the idea of the salon’s symbolism. I wonder if the white rabbit could lead to other brothels.”

      “Perhaps,” Dawkins replied.

      “Was there anything found at Serenity that could lead us in the right direction?” Arden asked.

      Dawkins smirked. “Old condoms. Forensics is having a DNA field day.”

      That was an image Arden would rather not have.

      Kovac glared at Dawkins and then turned to Arden, another person she didn’t like. Arden was convinced the detective didn’t like anyone. “We know how to do our job. We cleaned the place out.”

      “No doubt,” Arden replied. “But, I’m talking about the walls. The pictures, logos, anything that would direct us to Jessica’s abductors. I have this theory that he sells the girls to these people, but he may have multiple buyers. There could be a chain. That’s just a theory, of course, but it may be our best option.”

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to go back,” Dawkins replied nonchalantly.

      Tired of sitting in the observation booth all day, Arden suggested they go now. After all, Jessica needed them to find a solution.

      They arrived at Serenity late in the day. Dawkins and Kovac walked ahead of Arden and started to take down the yellow tape. Arden lagged a pace behind. She felt like the third wheel but tried to look at the positive side. At least she didn’t have to do all the heavy lifting. They returned to the salon, walked to the back, and entered through the basement door that the police had breached. Down the steps, they walked into the small, speakeasy-style bar.

      Dawkins chuckled. “We have the old lady charged for not having a liquor license as well. Just in case we can’t pin anything else on her.”

      Provocative pictures hung on the walls. Most of them were black and white, trying to be artsy, but Arden just felt queasy looking at them. She tried to look past the filth to see if the pictures held any other symbols. She found one that, judging by the girl’s voluminous hairstyle and make-up, was from the eighties. She had the salon’s symbol drawn on her thigh with a Sharpie.

      Arden pointed it out to the others. “When was this place opened?”

      “The records say ’88,” Dawkins replied.

      “This place was built for this,” Arden replied. “Who owns the smoke shop?”

      “The records show the older Ms. Chan. It didn’t take much digging,” Kovac added.

      Arden backed away from the picture. “I want to find out who the contractor was.” This basement wasn’t built overnight. “Perhaps they are in the racket, too.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Dawkins said.

      Kovac didn’t make any snide remarks. She was probably jealous that Arden was making good suggestions.

      They continued through the building. Arden snapped photos with her phone every time she noticed something out of the ordinary. In the nasty bathroom, she found graffiti all over the walls. She marked down on a notepad any symbol or signature that seemed to stand out. She saw a butterfly, a bee, a picture of a honeycomb, etc. She checked out each individual room. The place, as a whole, just felt evil. There was a heaviness to the atmosphere that Arden couldn’t ignore. After making three rounds through the place, Arden had a lot of material she’d need to review.

      The three of them headed back to the precinct and talked to the women whom they had rescued. They had twelve girls they needed to speak to. While Kovac questioned them despite Arden’s request, Dawkins and herself looked into who put the building together. They searched sales and property documents.

      “Kovac is not a fan of you,” Dawkins said out of the blue as they worked.

      “I’ve noticed,” Arden replied.

      “She doesn’t see why we need you,” Dawkins replied.

      Arden kept scrolling through the web browser on her phone. “She’s entitled to her opinion.”

      Dawkins sighed. “And she has many.”

      “You’ve known each other for a while?” Arden asked.

      “Five, six years,” Dawkins replied. “My last partner took a better offer in Albany, and the lieutenant put his daughter in his place. I can’t say she hasn’t earned it. The girl is tough. She has closed a lot of drug busts. Once the criminals know who she is, they tend to back down. Having the family in the business helps out. How about you? What led you to want to hunt down the scum of the earth?”

      “I’m more interested in finding the lost,” Arden admitted.

      “Noble, but there is nothing like watching a swamp creature squirm,” Dawkins said, getting some sort of sick pleasure out of the action of stomping out evil. “Anyway, what got you into this business?”

      “My sister,” Arden replied.

      “She a P.I., too?”

      Painful memories flashed through Arden’s eyes like a rapid strobe light. “No, she was, uh… on the other side.”

      “Prostitute?” Dawkins asked bluntly.

      Arden gave him a look.

      Dawkins averted his eyes.

      “Anyway,” Arden continued. “She didn’t… that world wasn’t very kind to her. And she never had a chance to break out.”

      “Ah,” Dawkins replied, understanding.

      Their conversation lulled.

      “How about you, Dawkins?” Arden asked. “Why this life?”

      Dawkins leaned back. “I’ve always liked cop dramas, even as a kid. There was something exciting about solving a mystery. Partying destroyed my chance to go to law school, so I tried the next best thing. It doesn’t pay very well, but there’s no job like it. Besides, it feels good doling out justice. Every case is its own game with its own players. Understanding them and positioning the pieces to find the victory is always a good time, especially being on the winning side. No one escapes the law. It catches up with you.”

      They went back to work.

      Dawkins found something. “Ah-ha.”

      “Symbol?” Arden asked.

      “Not yet,” Dawkins replied. “Something better.” He showed her the property papers regarding the construction of the strip mall. “Foundation Inc. is the company behind the building’s construction. It might lead somewhere.”

      “Foundation…” Arden said, thinking. The name sounded familiar, but where had she heard about it? Wait a minute. Her heart rate increased. “I’ve seen this before.”

      “Okay…” Dawkins waited for her to elaborate.

      Arden sat up. “There was an arrest of a few construction workers a couple of nights ago.”

      “The guys who were found with cocaine?” Dawkins asked.

      “Those are the ones,” Arden replied.

      “How do you know about that? The media didn’t know about it.”

      “I helped uncover it.” Arden stood. “C’mon. Let’s talk to Peter Banks. He’s the man I followed to the construction site.”

      Unable to make bail, the heavyset construction worker was still in the holding cell. It was late in the day when Dawkins called him out. He and Arden booked the other interrogation room while Kovac continued to talk to the girls.

      He seemed confused as to why he was in the room. “What’s going on here? I want my lawyer.”

      “Let’s talk first,” Dawkins said. “You’ve been working for Foundation Inc. for how many years?”

      Peter crossed his arms and looked away, refusing to talk.

      Arden smiled at him. “Hey, we’re not after you. We just need some questions to be answered.”

      Peter listened to the sympathy in her voice. “You look familiar.”

      “I just have one of those faces,” Arden replied, remembering that they had exchanged looks at the bar the night Arden tailed him.

      “Twenty-six years,” Peter replied. “That’s how long I’ve been with Foundation.”

      “Were you involved with the construction at Serenity Spa?”

      “We’ve done so many jobs, it’s hard to tell which places I’m involved in and which I’m not,” Peter asked. “We’ve done a lot of work for a lot of different places.”

      “Did your boss ever have you dig out basements below strip malls?” Arden asked bluntly.

      “I’ll repeat myself; we’ve done so many jobs that I can’t distinguish them all. I just show up and put the place together. I don’t ask questions,” Peter replied. “Now, I’ve been very cooperative since you brought me in. Can I go?”

      Dawkins chuckled. “Not until we say you can. Foundation Inc. was involved in the construction of a certain spa that has just been raided by the police. When you were brought in on illegal substance charges, you were with a young lady who was soliciting sex.”

      “There was never proof of that,” Peter said. “I’m not going to have you put words in my mouth.”

      Arden stepped up. “Listen, Peter, Foundation could be involved in something very big. If that’s the case, every one of you and your friends could be caught in the crosshairs. If you don’t want that to happen, you need to start talking.”

      “What do you want me to talk about?” Peter asked. “You’re just asking me if Foundation built something. I said, yes. You have the documents to prove it, I assume, so what do you want to get out of me?”

      “We’re looking for a girl named Jessica Carmon,” Arden explained. “She has been kidnapped and possibly sold into sex trafficking. We need to find out who is behind this.”

      “I can assure you, Foundation had nothing to do with any sex trafficking.”

      “Then how did you find Maya Taylor?”

      “Who is that?”

      “The girl you were with,” Arden replied. “Remember, the night you were arrested.”

      “Oh, her. Some of the guys picked her up. I thought she was the girlfriend of one of them.”

      Arden and Peter went back and forth for a while but didn’t get any worthwhile results. Eventually, she showed him the symbol of Serenity. “Ever seen this before?”

      Peter quickly looked away.

      “So you have?” Arden asked.

      Peter stammered, “Never seen it. Never been there.”

      Arden pulled out some pictures she had taken of the underground brothel. She pointed to different symbols and asked if Peter had seen them. He denied them. Arden believed him. She eventually showed him a symbol of a rocket ship that had been graffitied in one of the bathroom stalls.

      That one had Peter sweating, and though he didn’t say anything, Arden had what she needed to travel further down the rabbit hole.
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      Arden Briar took a deep breath. She looked both ways down Macon’s busy streets before walking to her car. Her pace was brisk and purposeful. She had her mind set on a mission: find out what the rocket ship symbol was connected to and try her luck, talking to the girls that invited Jessica out on Halloween. She had pictures of the perpetrators from the salon and thought it would be a good idea to compare them to the strangers the girls saw outside of the high school.

      She climbed into her car, got ahold of the school, and acquired the addresses for where the girls lived. It was much easier to obtain such information being a police consultant. Nevertheless, Principal Wyatt was still intimidated by the mere sound of her voice.

      The first address took her to a small, colonial-style house. Arden’s wristwatch read 5:54 pm. Ashlyn Hinkle should be home from cross-country practice. Arden pressed the doorbell and waited with her hands in her pockets. Her lips scrunched to the side as she scanned the middle-class suburban neighborhood. A sense of uncertainty lingered in her gut, almost like she was being hunted.

      Ashlyn opened the door. Recently out of the shower, the girl’s wet hair streamed down her shoulders in glossy waves. The moment she recognized Arden, her lips tightened. Autumn-style decorations were set out on the various side tables and lampstands. They appeared to be a very festive family. “Your parents at home?”

      “They will be,” the fifteen-year-old girl replied defensively.

      Arden smiled slightly. “I’m on your side, Ashlyn. You still want to find Jessica, right?”

      The teenager downcast her gaze. A moment of hesitation passed, and then she nodded.

      Arden gestured to the rocking chairs on the porch. “Have a seat.”

      The two of them claimed their spots. They had a view of Ashlyn’s little section of the neighborhood. Aside from a group of middle school boys playing basketball, the streets were empty.

      “How are you holding up?” Arden asked.

      Ashlyn shrugged.

      “I’m sorry I was hard on you the other day,” Arden replied. “I just wanted you to understand the seriousness of this abduction.”

      Ashlyn tightly hugged herself, almost curling herself into a ball. “We never wanted anything bad to happen to her. It was just supposed to be funny, you know?”

      “I’m long past giving you a guilt trip,” Arden replied.

      Ashlyn’s expression was sober. “Do you think she’s dead?”

      “I’m praying she’s not,” Arden replied.

      The teenager stared off into the neighborhood.

      Arden removed the mugshot of the people who were arrested at Serenity. She handed them to Ashlyn. The fifteen-year-old looked through them.

      “Recognize them?” Arden asked.

      Ashlyn shook her head. “Who are they?”

      “They are currently under indictment for human trafficking,” explained Arden.

      Ashlyn gave them back to Arden. “I’m sorry. I know any of them.”

      “Any similarities to the person you saw on the track field a few days before Jessica’s disappearance?”

      Ashlyn shook her head and sniffled. “You’ll have to ask the others.”

      Arden tapped on the file of mugshots. “And you can say, without a doubt, it was none of these men?”

      “I…” Ashlyn’s eyes went wet. “I-I don’t know. Maybe. He was far away and behind the fence. I couldn’t—” Ashlyn broke and started sobbing.

      Arden removed a few tissues from her purse and gave them to the girl. She stayed with Ashlyn for a while but got nowhere with the investigation.

      Arden headed to Hannah Jones’s house next. The family lived in a lower-middle-class condo that was gated. The smell of marijuana and cigarette smoke lingered in the air. Her mother, a tightly wound opinionated woman, gave Arden a mouthful the moment she answered the door. Removing some choice words, the gist of what the woman said was, “How dare you come here after harassing my daughter.”

      Arden replied softly, “It wasn’t my finest hour, but your daughter’s feelings are the least of my concerns.”

      That started Mrs. Jones on another rant that tested Arden’s patience. Silent, Arden let the woman attack her character until she was breathless. Keeping one hand on her wide hip and her eyes wide with fury, Jones waited for Arden to reply.

      Arden presented the file instead.

      Mrs. Jones glared at it. “What’s that?”

      Arden explained as precisely and as cautiously as she could about who was in the file. She ended her explanation, saying, “I need to know if Hannah saw any of these men. Will you show this to her?”

      Mrs. Jones snatched the file and returned inside.

      She returned two minutes later. “She didn’t see ‘em.”

      “Could you ask her about the man at the track field?”

      Mrs. Jones stood defiantly. “She didn’t see him, either.”

      Arden thought, You didn’t ask her. Keeping her mouth shut, she took back the file from Mrs. Jones, handed her a business card, and headed to her next location.

      Emma Dorothy lived in an apartment complex just down the road from Hannah. Her mother and seventeen-year-old brother invited her inside. It was a cozy two-bedroom with a sweet cat running around. Emma picked up the tabby and petted her on the sofa. Her mother, also very beautiful, and her brother, who had an acne breakout, all joined Arden in the living room.

      “Thank you so much,” Mrs. Dorothy said. “My daughter needs to shape up after what she did to that girl. I don’t even let her hang out with those old girlfriends of hers anymore.” She turned to Emma. “If your father were here, he would’ve been so disappointed.”

      Emma scoffed. “I know, Mom. You’ve only told me that a million times.”

      “That’s because it’s true,” Mrs. Dorothy said. She turned to Arden. “Her father is away on business. He’s a photographer and gets to travel the world,” she said proudly.

      Arden smiled at her. She directed her attention Emma’s way. “Tell me about the man you saw on the track field.”

      “I couldn’t tell you anything about him. He was too far away.”  

      After showing her the list of mugshots, Arden left with measly results. Mrs. Dorothy thanked her again as Arden stepped out into the night.

      Her last stop was Lindsey Heedman’s house. She lived in a two-story, nuclear-family-style home with a large fenced-in pool, a dog house in the back yard, and a large SUV parked out front.

      Arden remembered Lindsey to be the leader and also the one least keen on hearing Arden talk last time. She imagined that this was the girl who had instigated the whole plan to leave Jessica behind.

      Arden pressed the doorbell and heard a satisfying chime on the other end of the elegantly constructed door.

      A moment later, a man answered. He wore a nice white and blue polo and pastel shorts. His tennis shoes were all white, and he had medium-length white socks coming out from inside of them. A blanket of hair covered his legs and arms. Weighty, but by no means obese, his shirt curved in the shape of his hard beer belly. His head was round, with the makings of a double chin and a deeply receding hairline. By the sharpness of his eyes and nose, Arden guessed he was handsome twenty years ago, but he had really let himself go.

      He looked over Arden in a way that was a little too familiar. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Private Investigator, Arden Briar. I was wondering if I could talk to Lindsey. She home?”

      The man looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Lindsey!”

      From another room, someone yelled back, “Coming!”

      The man turned back to Arden. “She in trouble?”

      “I just need to ask her a few questions. I spoke to her once already at school about the disappearance of Jessica Carmon,” Arden explained.  

      The man crossed his arms. “She never told me that.”

      As soon as the last word left his mouth, Lindsey was behind him. “What, Dad?” she asked. Seeing Arden, she glared at her. “Oh,” she added with petty disgust.

      The man kept his gaze on Arden but spoke to his daughter. “I didn’t know you talked to Ms. Briar.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t see it as such a big deal.”

      Arden found that interesting. Lindsey had seemed to be the one most adamant about talking to her parents, but it appeared she didn’t tell them anything. She guessed that the father and daughter weren’t that close.

      “What’s going on?” A voice sounded from behind them. Lindsey’s mother joined them. Like her daughter, she had highlighted blond hair and a pretty but arrogant look about her.

      Arden guessed that the woman was a cheerleader at some point in her life.

      She was abnormally skinny and had her hair in a ponytail. “I’m Janice. You are?”

      “Arden Briar.”

      Janice repeated her name back to her in slightly a condescending matter. “I see you’ve met my husband, Alex.”

      Arden nodded. “I just wanted to ask Lindsey a few brief questions about the events leading up to the disappearance of Jessica Carmon.”

      Janice frowned heavily. “Are you implicating my daughter in that girl’s disappearance?”

      Alex gave her a reassuring touch on her arm. “Let the lady ask her questions, dear.”

      Arden smiled weakly. “I want to talk about someone she may have seen in the days leading up to the abduction.”

      Arden handed the file to Lindsey. “Do you recognize any of these men? Look carefully. This is very important.”

      Lindsey looked over them and then hesitated. “I’ve never seen them.”

      “You sure?” Arden asked.

      Lindsey closed the file. “Uh, huh. Anything else?”

      Arden felt awkward talking only to the girl while her parents were there. “Did you notice anything else days prior to Halloween?”

      “Everything was normal,” Lindsey said, getting annoyed.

      Her parents silently glared at Arden. They didn’t want her here.

      Arden continued her questioning, “What about the man you saw outside the track field?” She felt like a broken record asking the same question over and over again, but it was her only strong lead to go off of until the vice detectives found out what that rocket ship symbol meant.

      Lindsey went stiff for a moment. “You’ve got me mixed up with Ashlyn.”

      “She said you were all there.”

      “She was lying.”

      Arden breathed deeply out of her nose.

      Alex spoke up, “What seems to be the issue?”

      “I believe someone was stalking Jessica days before she vanished. I want to find out who and why,” Arden answered objectively. “If Lindsey has seen anyone, I need to know about it.”

      As she was talking, she felt her phone vibrate. She drew it out of her pocket just enough to see the screen. It was Detective Dawkins. She let it go to voicemail.

      Alex turned to his daughter. “Answer the lady. Did you see anyone?”

      “Dad, I—”

      “Did you or did you not?” Alex asked.

      Lindsey glared at Arden. “I didn’t.”

      Alex turned to Arden. “There you have it.”

      Arden pulled out her business card. “If you remember anything else, call me.”

      Arden left the Heedman house disappointed. The three of them watched Arden pull out of the driveway before returning inside. She wondered why Lindsey would lie to her. The teenager knew something, but what? Arden could ask questions all day long, but what she needed action. She called Dawkins back.  

      Dawkins answered with his typical annoyance. “There she is. I was starting to get worried you didn’t love me.”

      “Tell me what’s up,” Arden replied, keeping one hand on the steering wheel.

      “We have takeoff,” Dawkins replied.

      Arden was confused. “What?”

      “We found the rocket ship,” Dawkins explained plainly.

      “Oh,” Arden replied, masking her excitement. It was an answered prayer that they should keep this case’s momentum going. “Where?”

      “Orbit Laundromat,” Dawkins replied. “And get this. It’s next to a Greyhound bus stop and an abandoned factory.”

      “Sounds like a nice front for a smuggling operation.”

      “I agree. We’re going to get a team ready to scout it out. If it looks promising, we’re going to raid it,” Dawkins explained. “Oh, and you’re invited.”

      “Thanks, but what do I do now?” Arden asked.

      “Rest up. We’ll be hitting it soon.”

      Arden took his advice and headed back to her office. Before taking a nap, she spent some time reading the Word and in prayer. She’d never been on a raid before and needed all the help she could get.

      She fell asleep with her face in the margins of the Bible. When she got up, her phone was buzzing. Before she could rub the sleep from her eyes, she answered.

      It was Dawkins, speaking quickly and with energy. “Briar,” Dawkins said.

      Arden immediately sat. “It’s time?”

      “Yep. Meet us at the police station.”

      “Can I bring my own car?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Dawkins replied.

      “If I need to go, I’d like to have it,” Arden said.

      “Whatever makes you happy, just get over here quickly.”

      She hung up. After brushing her hair with her fingers, she grabbed her jacket and headed out of the door.

      She arrived at the police station and took the Kevlar vest they provided her. She tightened the straps around her waist until she could barely breathe.

      Kovac was all business. She wore a hard face and a ponytail. “Stay out of sight and out of mind. You can only enter after we yell clear. You must do everything I say. If you don’t, you could jeopardize the whole operation. Understand?”

      “Completely,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins mouthed, “You’ll do fine.”

      Unlike like Kovac’s neatness, the tail of Dawkins’s uniform rippled at the bottom of his vest, his hair was a mess, and he smelled of body odor.

      Kovac and Dawkins got into their squad car and folded into the pack of police cars, armored vans, and SWAT vehicles on its way to stop the biggest smuggling operation this city had ever seen.

      It was still very late. Pregnant rain clouds hid the moon and stars. There were probably still two hours before daylight.

      Arden’s Lincoln Town Car trailed a few car lengths behind. With every turn, she felt her stomach drop. At every stoplight they ran through, her heart raced.

      The laundromat was how Dawkins had described it. It was a long, cruddy building with a glowing sign that had most of its letters burned out. Next to it was the old shoe factory that had suffered some burn damage in the fifties and was never reopened. Lastly, there was a Greyhound bus stop. Arden imagined that very few people got out at this stop. It was in an area even the police feared to tread. Though it looked quiet tonight, Arden imagined there was rampant drug usage that occurred all around here.

      The SWAT truck arrived at their intended destination. There were a few cars parked outside the laundromat that had a “closed” sign on the door, but there were lights on inside.

      Arden parked a ways down the road. She watched the SWAT trucks park. The SWAT members got out and started swarming the place. They smashed the glass door with the battering ram and charged inside. The owner stepped out of his office, yelled a few curse words, and then tried to run back into his office. He was quickly subdued.

      At the same time, the second team, including Detectives Kovac and Dawkins, rushed into the abandoned warehouse. There were muzzle flashes, shouts, and chaos within the windows of the dark building. Not allowed to enter, Arden prayed for the cops’ safety as they ran through the buildings like an unleashed tornado.

      Out of the back of the abandoned building, Arden saw a small band of hooligans make a run for it. They quickly evaded the helicopter searchlight and dashed for the road. With Kovac and Dawkins nowhere in sight, Arden, taking her spiked brush and stun gun, ran to confront them.

      The four men on the run were dressed in baggy clothes and hoodies. One of them pulled a girl along with them. They had not seen Arden yet. She used that to her advantage and stuck to the back roads and shadows. She dashed through short lawns and down alleyways. From a few of the houses, bass from rap music leaked through the walls. An unseen dog barked from somewhere.

      “Come on! Hurry!” Arden heard the men say in the distance.

      She kept her stun gun low and hoped it would be enough to stop them. She vaulted over a fence, scraping her belly on the top as she pursued them. Her body screamed as she sprinted full speed to outrun them. She reached a tight alley behind a few low-income houses. There was a line of dingy cars parked in an alley. It looked like they were their getaway vehicles. These guys were smart, but Arden was smarter. She saw them approaching; she crouched and moved along the opposite side of the car the people were heading for. She pulled off the top of the brush and punctured the front and back tire of the first car. Keeping hidden, she did the same to the next car and then the next. The thugs arrived and quickly got inside their designated vehicles. As soon as they started them, they realized they were driving on the rims.

      The thugs got out of the cars and tried to run when Arden popped out behind them and shot the taser into someone’s back. He gurgled and collapsed.

      The other three turned back and drew their pistols.

      Ducking behind one of the cars, Arden put in a second charge pack, leaned out, and tased another one. The last two started shooting.

      The girl they were with ran off. Arden could tell it wasn’t Jessica.

      To keep from being flanked, she retreated. She dialed Dawkins as she ran away.

      It connected to his Bluetooth. “A little busy.”

      “I got four runners at Fifth and Cringle Avenue. Two are incapacitated. Two are on the move.”

      “I’ll get someone over there.”

      Ducking behind a house, Arden checked her rear flank. She was no longer being followed.

      “I lost sight of them,” Arden said.

      “Just hold on,” Dawkins hung up.

      Wiping sweat from her brow with the top of her forearm, Arden kept a lookout. Her phone buzzed. She didn’t bother looking to see who was calling. She answered.

      “I have a lead.”

      “Joe?” Arden asked.

      “I was doing some digging on my own,” Joe replied. “I found this report on this ice cream truck seen on Halloween. It was driving with its music off and had a white rabbit on the side of it. The last time it was spotted, it was entering the Fairbanks neighborhood,” Joe explained.

      “Have you told the police yet?” Arden asked, still catching her breath.

      “They’ll get in the way. I just wanted to tell you in case I don’t come back.”

      “Joe, don’t do this,” Arden replied.

      “Sorry, Arden. I’ll call you after I find my daughter,” Joe replied.

      “Joe, wait—”

      The line went dead.

      Arden felt all the frustration go to her face. She realized that she had to make a choice. Stay here and see how the raid turned out, or go after Joe. Grumbling, she dashed to her vehicle.

      She was seething by the time she raced over to her car. She put the vehicle shifter into drive. With her determined expression set straight ahead, she hit the accelerator and raced through Macon.
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      Rain fell from black skies and pelted the windshield. The wipers quickly swiped it away, revealing the orange traffic lights looming over the wet street.

      Tense, Arden sat in the driver’s seat. A droplet of water slithered out of her damp hair, down her freckled cheek, and hung at the corner of her sharp jaw. She was painfully aware of the pistol in her glove box, though she dared not even look that way. She silently asked for guidance as she neared Adam’s Avenue. Her thoughts ran a million different ways. Finding Joe was her main priority.

      She’d tried calling him a half-dozen more times, but he didn’t answer.

      Her headlights sliced through the rain and darkness as she slowly cruised down the streets. Her bloodshot, amber eyes scanned the various driveways. Single-story brick homes dotted the sides of the road. Deep puddles filled uneven curbsides. Arden’s wheels cut through one. The wave slashed over the vehicle and blinded her for a moment.

      The engine sputtered. The clunker slowed down despite Arden’s foot on the accelerator. She pursed her lips in frustration as the vehicle rolled to a rumbling stop by the curbside. She turned off the engine and then turned it back on. It sputtered and died.

      “Lord,” she said with frustration.

      Three minutes of trying to troubleshoot her situation reminded Arden about how little she actually knew about automobiles.

      She looked at the glove box. A moment of hesitation passed. She opened the glove box and pulled out the pistol. She clipped it to her belt, grabbed a collapsible umbrella from under the seat, and then opened the door. She stepped into a deep puddle that submerged her foot all the way to her ankle. She quickly closed the door and moved to the sidewalk. Using the light from her cell phone and holding the umbrella in the other hand, she headed down the sidewalk.

      Joe never gave her the address. She needed to find his car.

      The rain picked up. She tried calling Joe. This time, her call went straight to voicemail. Taking a deep breath, she looked back at her clunker. She wondered if she should just get a tow and go back. Despite her negative outlook, she kept traveling down the sidewalk. The rain pattered on the umbrella. Water sloshed around her wet sock.

      Around the corner of the street, she saw a black ‘04 Mustang. Turning off her light, she approached it. Judging by the pillow and blanket in the backseat, it was Joe’s. It was parked outside one of the generic, single-story homes. The rainwater made the red brick look like the color of old blood. The residence was void of light. The driveway was empty. The garage was built into the side of the house.  

      She stayed under the awning and tried the doorknob. It was locked. There were three upright rectangular panels of glass on the front door. The glass was fogged, though. Arden went around the side of the house. The windows were barred from the inside, and the curtains prevented any view of the interior. She made her way around the back. Her boots sank into mud and puddles. The backyard had a dip in it that was quickly filling with water. There was an old tree that swayed in the storm. The back door was locked as well. She completed a 360 around the house and found that every window was barred, and there was no way inside.

      As a last-ditch effort to break in without picking the lock, Arden grabbed the garage door and pulled it up. It opened two feet before stopping. Something inside prevented it from going up any farther.

      Arden collapsed the umbrella. Chilling rain quickly drenched her. She set the umbrella upright and placed it beneath the garage door. It was successful at holding it up. Arden got to her belly and wiggled under the small gap. When she was under, she held the garage door open with one hand and snatched the umbrella with the other. She removed it and let the garage door slowly fall shut. The pitter-patter of the storm sounded on the roof. Arden stood. Tears of water slipped down her face. More puddled around her feet. She noticed the vice grip on the garage door slider. It had been placed there to keep anyone from lifting it. Arden had gotten lucky.

      Teeth chattering, Arden turned her light back on and illuminated the garage. An ice cream truck sat in the middle. It had decals of different treats on the side of it. Arden flashed the light over the toolbox, bottles of weed killer, and bleach.

      She sent Derrick a text, telling him the address and to come in thirty minutes if he didn’t receive a follow-up text.

      A wet footprint followed in her wake as she headed toward the inside door. She twisted the knob. Click. The door opened. It was unlocked. She stepped into the kitchen. The place looked largely uninhabited. There were no pictures on the walls, only a handful of plates in the cupboards, and the furniture was cheap and minimal.

      Arden tracked across the wood floor. She kept her hand near her gun but didn’t draw it yet. She had a feeling she wasn’t alone. She kept forward, proceeding to the nearest closed door. Its two locks held it shut. However, both master locks were only slipped through the latch ring and not fully engaged. Arden removed them one by one and tucked them away. She then opened the door and faced the rickety stairs into the basement.

      Using her phone light to illuminate her feet, she descended. She glanced around at the various support beams erected throughout the room. The place appeared to be empty. There was another door at the end of the basement. As Arden approached, she felt her skin crawl. There were certain places she could just sense were bad. This was one of those places.

      Arden drew out her pistol. She kept the safety on and her finger off the trigger. One step at a time, she reached the door.

      It opened into a small room with a mattress on the floor. There was a TV tray with a paper plate and a plastic cup set out nearby. A girl huddled in the back corner. Long hair streamed down over her face. Her orange turtleneck was smeared with dirt. Her leggings had tears in the knees. She trembled slightly. She hugged her knees close to her chest. Arden paused for a moment. She could hardly believe what she was seeing.

      Almost scared to speak, Arden said, “Jessica?”

      The girl turned to her. One eye could be seen through the sea of hair streaming over her face. Arden kept her weapon low.

      The girl further hid herself in the corner.

      Arden took a step into the room. “Shh. Hey, hey, I’m here to get you—”

      Something moved in the corner of Arden’s vision. She turned just in time to see the baseball bat slam into her nose.

      Pain erupted across her face. She blinked and was on the floor. Warm blood spilled out of both nostrils. Tears ran from her eyes. The world around her spun.

      A man wearing a blue and white polo, khakis, and a bunny mask loomed over her. His gloved hands gripped a baseball bat.

      Arden realized she’d lost her pistol. She reached for it and took another hit to the stomach.

      She curled up in pain. Her cry for help was broken and windless. The man grabbed Arden’s pistol and stuck it into the back of his pants. Arden fought to move, but the pain immobilized her. The man crouched over her. She pushed at him, but her attacks were too weak. The man effortlessly reached into her pockets and pulled out her phone, wallet, and keys. Arden squeezed the rubber nose of the man’s mask as he went to stand. He kicked Arden and stood up straight.

      Arden felt herself fading out of consciousness. She blinked, and her hands were zip-tied. She didn’t know how much time she had just lost. She tried to stay alert, but her sight escaped her.

      Soon, the world was darkness.

      She felt her back being dragged against the ruthlessly cold basement floor.

      Her vision returned just long enough to see the man pulling her legs.

      She finally awoke seated on the basement floor with her back against one of the support beams. The lights were on this time, illuminating the drab basement.

      Crusty blood hardened on her upper lip and down her chin. With every beat of her heart, her head throbbed. Her stomach ached in pain.

      She screamed, “Help!” Her voice cracked. She cried out again, to the point that her whole body shook as she yelled.

      “You can scream until the roof comes down. No one will hear you,” a voice said behind her.

      Arden attempted to look over her shoulder but failed. She tried the other shoulder and failed there, too.

      The man circled around her and stopped in front. He rested his palm on the hilt of the baseball bat and used the bat as a cane. Head slightly cocked, he looked down at Arden.

      She kept her mouth shut and glared back at the masked man. She couldn’t give in to fear.

      “Go on,” the man said. “Keep screaming.”

      Arden stayed silent.

      The man seemed to enjoy Arden’s defiance.

      “So,” he said. “This is how we’re going to do this. You answer my questions, or I start breaking you. Simple enough?”

      Arden felt disgusted, just looking at him. “You’ve made a huge mistake. People are looking for me.”

      The man looked up at the ceiling and tilted his head to listen. After a moment, he turned his hollow gaze back to Arden. “I don’t hear anyone.”

      Arden tried to fight against the zip ties keeping her to the post. Her attempt failed. She rubbed the zip ties against the square post, trying to wear them down to a point where they would break. She felt her chest tighten, partly out of pain and also out of dread. Her only hope was to keep the man talking, but she also couldn’t afford to take another hit. She assumed she was concussed, and her belly was probably painted with a long bruise. It would be hard to get a phone call or make a run for it after she escaped. Also, questions of Joe’s whereabouts raced through her mind. She had to assume he was captured or dead. There weren’t many other scenarios in between. In her thoughts, she kept a steady stream of prayers flowing.

      “First question,” the man with the bunny mask asked. “Who am I?”

      Arden’s teeth chattered. She grimaced in pain. “If I knew that, you’d be arrested.”

      “How did you find me?”

      Arden thought on her answer. The man picked up the bat and gently placed the point on Arden’s knee cap. “Answer.”

      “My friend Joe contacted me,” Arden admitted. “He said he was following a hunch that led him to this house. I followed him.”

      Lord, help me. Lord, keep me safe. It was at moments like these where she was truly tested in her faith. Part of her trusted that she’d be rescued, but with no way out, it didn’t seem likely. If she died here, at least she could rest from all this craziness. She convinced herself with that thought. She couldn’t give up now. She wouldn’t allow evil to win.

      The man kept the bat lightly resting on her knee. “You’re an honest one.”

      “I like my knee caps,” Arden replied, trying to keep her cool.

      “What do you know about the Rabbit Initiative?”

      “I don’t know anything,” Arden replied.

      The man lifted the bat, preparing for a strike.

      Arden quickly said, “There was an illegal prostitution ring I helped bring down in a spa called Serenity.”

      The man chuckled. “You really don't want to get hurt, do you?”

      “I’m a peacemaker,” Arden replied. “Whatever we can do to work this out like fellow human beings, I’m game.”

      The man squatted in front of Arden. He put a hand under her chin and tilted it up to look him in the eye. Arden wanted to do everything in her power to kick him in the groin, but she didn’t see how that would help her situation.

      The man spoke earnestly. “You’re a pretty girl.”

      She could almost see his eyes behind the long-snouted mask.

      “I was,” Arden remarked, constantly reminded of her busted nose. She didn’t react to his hand. She had no intention of seducing him or allowing him to make advances on her. She just didn’t have a plan to get out.

      The man grabbed the small golden links of her necklace and brought it out. He held the golden cross in the palm of his hand. “You believe in God?”

      Arden felt the words lodge in her throat. She fought past the feeling and said, “I do.”

      “Then, where is He?”

      Arden cracked a small smile. “Here. Watching all of this.”

      “Seems like He doesn’t care too much,” the man replied.

      “He does,” Arden replied. “Just wait. He’ll show up.”

      The man squeezed the cross tightly. “No one is coming to save you.”

      “We’ll see,” Arden replied.

      The man yanked the cross off her neck and tossed it aside.

      “Like that'll do anything,” Arden replied, feeling a fire burning inside. If today was the day she went to her heavenly home, so be it. She only prayed that Jessica and Joe would get out safely.

      The man threatened, “You better shut up.”

      Arden kept her mouth shut.

      “Your God is dead,” the man mocked. “Look at the world around you. Where is He? Kids are murdered. People steal. Lie. We evolve into better predators as the years go on. Some are born wolves and some are born sheep. Wolves aren’t evil. They’re instinctive. They look out for their own. They take what they want. If your God is real, He’s turned this world into a jungle and laughs along with the rest of the jackals.”

      “He’s called us to be His good stewards,” Arden replied. “That means there is a willingness and a responsibility to make this world good. We’ve all failed, but it's not too late to make the right decision.”

      “Are you trying to convert me?” The man chuckled and then slapped Arden across the face. “Huh? Come on. Answer the question.” He slapped her again.

      The pain was hot and felt like spikes. Tears rolled down Arden’s face. She tried as hard as she could to stay strong, but the pain mixed with the throbbing from her broken nose was too intense. She forced herself to speak. “It’s God’s will that all men should be saved.”

      “No one is saving you,” the man stood up. “And no one is saving me, either.” He started to unzip his trousers.

      Arden felt her heart drop.

      Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

      There was a knock upstairs.

      The man looked up.

      There was another knock.

      The man held out a finger. “Not a word.”

      “Help! Down here—” Arden screamed.

      The man let the bat fall from his grip as he grabbed her neck with both hands and squeezed. Arden kicked her legs. Her face turned red. She squirmed and saw stars. The pain across her body was merged with terror. She tried to remind herself of the Scriptures that set her free before, but they seemed so far away. What if she were wrong? What if she was living for nothing? She refused to give those thoughts cause.

      She stopped resisting and let her head roll in the man’s hands.

      A strange warmth flashed over her. Words passed through her mind. It’s going to be okay.

      The man let go of her neck. He unbuckled his belt and put it in Arden’s mouth. He proceeded to tighten it around the beam to keep Arden from speaking, then drew out Arden’s pistol and started up the stairs.

      Arden opened her eyes halfway, as that was all she could do. She glanced around the room. She rubbed her zip tie faster and faster against the corners of the square beam. Her entire face felt like it was on fire. Her torso was screaming. She couldn’t give up now. She had to keep trying. The beam’s corners rubbed against her wrists to the point that it broke the skin.

      Arden didn’t relent.

      The zip tie snapped, and she quickly pulled her hands from around the pole. She rubbed her sore wrists before undoing the belt.

      She tossed it aside and tried to stand. The simple motion of moving her torso crippled her. She hugged the beam and used it to get back to her feet. She rested against it for a moment. “Thank you.”

      She dragged her feet to the baseball bat and picked it up. She faced the stairs and the room where Jessica was kept. As much as she wanted to be a hero, she couldn’t rescue the girl without dealing with the man.

      Resting the bat against her shoulder, she used the handrail to guide her up the stairs. Every step sent pain shooting through her body. The front of her face was already numb from the first hit, and the slap had made it start bleeding again. At least there would be DNA evidence all over the place if she didn’t make it out. At the end of the longest hike, she reached the door and nearly passed out.

      As she breathed heavily with her head resting against the door, she listened.

      Silence.

      Arden tried the doorknob. It was unlocked. It made a long eeeeeeee sound as she opened it.

      She looked out into the large living room and connected kitchen. She walked a few steps to the corner of the room and peered at the front door. The front door was open. The man in the polo had his back toward Arden and was talking to a veteran police officer. Derrick must’ve sent him from Dispatch. The abductor wasn’t wearing his mask. The back of his head had hair, but the top was bald. The pistol’s grip was sticking out of the back of his pants.

      “We’re going to have to search the place,” the cop said. He couldn’t see Arden from his vantage point. She could barely make out his face.

      She drew in a deep breath and yelled, “H-help me!”

      As a reaction, the abductor quickly twisted back to Arden. His expression was utter horror. Arden recognized Alex Heedman, Lindsey’s father. Before Arden could properly process what was happening, Alex pulled out the pistol. The cop reached for his but wasn’t as quick. Alex shot four rounds into the cop’s lower torso, hitting one thigh, his groin, and the last two getting the bottom of the Kevlar vest. As the cop collapsed, Alex twisted back and aimed Arden’s way.

      She was already hobbling in the opposite direction. Getting caught in the basement wouldn’t end well. She got to the door at the end of the hall. To her surprise, the lock was on the outside. Arden quickly unlocked it and rushed inside just as Alex ran after her.

      He cursed up a storm as Arden slammed the door shut behind her. She quickly scanned the room, locking eyes on a chair. She grabbed it and shoved the top below the doorknob. Alex banged on the door.

      “Open the door! Open the door!”

      The door thumped as Alex slammed his whole body against it. Arden noticed Joe sitting there, tied to the metal leg of a twin-sized bed that was bolted to the floor. Joe’s mouth was gagged. His head was bloody, but his eyes were wide. Arden didn’t have time to guess how he had gotten here. She crawled to him and quickly removed the gag.

      “Arden, I—”

      Arden shushed him and worked quickly to remove the zip ties binding him. She needed something sharp but only had the bat. Groaning, she bit into the zip ties.

      Alex hit the door, almost knocking out the chair. He let out a groan in frustration. Suddenly, his hasty footsteps led away from the door.

      Arden snapped the zip tie.

      Joe quickly got to his feet. “Bat.”

      Arden tossed it to him as she collapsed. Her body couldn’t take much more. Joe kicked out the chair from the doorknob and pushed open the door. The tail end of Alex was just vanishing down the hall.

      He twisted back to shoot Joe when the bat came twirling through the air and struck him center mass. He staggered and blew a hole through the floor. Joe ran him down like a bulldozer and slammed Alex against the hallway wall. Pinned, Alex went to shoot. Joe grabbed the hand holding the gun and snapped his wrist back. Alex cried out in pain. He threw the entirety of his body weight at Joe and sent them both plummeting through the open basement door. A series of loud thumps thundered down every step until…

      Silence.

      Whimpering, numb, and ready to pass out, Arden used the dresser to find her shaky balance.

      “Joe?” she called out.

      No reply.

      Relying on the wall to hold her up, Arden forced herself out of the room and into the hallway. The pain was only getting worse. She tasted bile and had to stop midway through the hall to keep herself from blacking out.

      She pulled herself to the threshold of the basement and looked down the rickety stairs. Joe was straddling Alex and whaling on his face with his large fists. Alex attempted to put up a fight, but his arms were like noodles. Joe’s fists didn’t relent. Every hit was like a hammer to Alex’s jaw.  Arden lingered in the threshold at the top of the stairs.

      “Joe… Joe!” she yelled.

      He kept beating on the man. Alex’s arms fell out beside him like he’d been crucified.

      Arden yelled again, “Joe! Enough!”

      Joe raised his fist but hesitated. He looked over his shoulder. Blood leaked down the side of his forehead. More stained his beard. He was seething with rage. He looked more beast than man.

      Arden caught her breath. “It’s done. No more.”

      Joe opened his mouth to argue.

      “Please,” Arden said weakly. She slid down to her knees with her back resting against the right side of the threshold.

      Darkness consumed the corners of her sight. She tried her best to stay awake, but there was no fight left in her…
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      Sirens.

      The sound of boots running across the wooden floor.

      Shouting.

      The feeling of flying.

      Medical jargon.

      Blackness.

      Arden opened her eyes.

      A bright light blinded her. Her mouth was as dry as cotton. Slowly, the world came into focus. She was staring at a tile ceiling with rectangular tube lights overhead. The monotone beep of an EKG machine sounded somewhere out of sight. Arden noticed the white walls and smelled the sterile air.

      She blinked a few times, taking in the hospital room.

      A voice said, “About time.”

      Arden looked over and saw Detective Dawkins slouched nearby. He munched on a tuna sandwich. “I thought I had wasted another lunch break.”

      Arden sat up. She didn’t feel any pain, but her body felt heavy.

      Dawkins stared at her and chewed with his mouth open. “You know who I am, right?”

      “Vice Detective Dawkins, Macon PD,” Arden replied.

      “Thank the Lord,” Dawkins said. “Whatever drugs they have you on made you into a mumbling idiot the last few days.”

      Arden rubbed her forehead. She felt the fabric of a bandage. “How long…”

      “Four days,” Dawkins replied. “I’ve been stopping in to see if you were still alive. You are, so I can leave.”

      “Joe?” Arden asked.

      “With his daughter. They’re, uh, surviving, for the most part.”

      “Is Jessica—”

      Dawkins cut her off with a gesture. He shook his head. “Nope. I’m not talking about it.”

      Arden leaned back into her pillow, feeling guilt come over her.

      Dawkins tried to find hope. “She’ll make it through.”

      “I’ll be praying she does,” Arden replied.

      They marinated in silence for a moment.

      “How about Alex?” Arden asked.

      “Beat to a pulp, but breathing,” Dawkins replied. “We were half-tempted to let him die after what he did to Officer McCormick, but the law is the law. When he recovers, we’re going to interrogate him until he’s blue in the face. His wife came out, saying he abused her. His daughter admitted to setting up the whole abduction. She said Alex would have hurt her otherwise.”

      Arden gnashed her teeth. She felt disgusted, knowing that a father could do that to his own daughter. Whether Lindsey’s motivation was fear-based or she was an active participant, Arden would probably never know. “And the raid at Orbit?”

      Dawkins smiled proudly. “We took down the bastards. It got hairy. No casualties on us. Three on them. They were shipping girls through there. Really sick stuff. But that's done, Macon’s a better place for it. I gotta give credit where it’s due. Thank you.”

      “Glad to be of service,” Arden replied with a weak smile. “I guess that means my consultation is finished.”

      “For now,” Dawkins said. “Chief sent me down here to thank you on behalf of the department. You’re some kind of hero now.”

      Arden pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure how to react to that.

      The doctor entered. “Good afternoon, Ms. Briar. Mind if we run a few tests?”

      Dawkins stood up. “See you around.”

      “Likewise,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins exited.

      

      With her nose wrapped in bandages, she stayed on the strong meds the doctor had given her and hailed a cab home. Her car was parked outside. Confused, she approached it and read the note. “Courtesy of Macon PD.”

      Arden grinned. It appeared they’d fixed the thing.

      She passed by her office lobby, through the office, and into her small studio. Fruit flies gathered on the unwashed dishes in the sink. Unfolded clothes rested in a wrinkled pile by the dryer. Sighing, Arden took a seat at her desk. She leaned back and shut her eyes. “Thank you,” she mumbled.

      Her office buzzer rang.

      Arden got out of her seat and made her way through the lobby door. She peeked through the eyehole. Seeing who it was, she quickly unlocked the door.

      Joe loomed over her, just like the way he had when they first met. His beard was slightly trimmed. He had a bandage on the right side of his creased forehead. “Mind if I come in?”

      Arden took a step back and gestured him to enter.

      Joe kept his hands buried in his army jacket. “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      Arden shrugged. “I’ve had better days. Want something to drink?”

      “Bourbon.”

      “I only have water,” Arden replied. She walked through her office and poured him a glass.

      When she came back, he was holding the rolled stack of bills. “I never paid you the full amount.”

      “I can’t take that,” Arden said. “I broke my promise when I sent you off alone.”

      “You did what you thought was best for Jessica.” He put the money in her hand. “Take it.”

      Not wanting to turn down a blessing, Arden put it down on the desk. She didn’t feel comfortable holding that much cash. “How is she?”

      A sobering expression fell over Joe’s face. “What that man did to her…” He faced Arden with his haunted eyes. “You know the last thing he said to me before he passed out?”

      Arden shook her head.

      “He said that she had multiple bidders contacting him that very day,” Joe said.

      “Evil exists,” Arden replied. “Only light can beat darkness.”

      “Someone has to stop them,” Joe replied. “No compromise.”

      Arden sat at the edge of her desk. “Lord willing, I’ll keep hunting them until there’s no one left.”

      Joe put aside his glass. “Let me help.”

      Arden gave him a serious look. “Joe, go home. Raise your daughter. Not everyone is called to this life. Be glad you aren’t.”

      “Called or not,” Joe said, “I’m not giving up.” A passion burned in his eyes. “Let me join you, Arden. For Jessica’s sake and every other girl that’s lost in this.”

      Arden could see his fire. She thought long and hard about dragging him into her world. But, she already knew her answer.
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      Eleven-year-old Scarlet Gales held her dying grandmother’s veiny hand.

      A tear trickled down the elderly woman’s scrunched face right before she passed on. It was a peaceful death, like she’d fallen asleep after a life full of well-lived years.

      Scarlet’s adorable face conveyed a bittersweet sadness that only a few actors of her caliber could achieve.

      The screen faded to black.

      Silence.

      Like thunder, applause erupted throughout the Hyatt’s Swan conference hall.

      The lights returned as Director, Holland Docus, Producer, Garold Grey, and Assistant Director, Karla Lyndale hiked their way onto the stage.

      Holland raised his champagne flute as the applause died down. “Thank you all for a wonderful evening.”

      Rows of actors, executive producers, and other above-the-line investors sat around tables. Seated at a table front and center, Charles and Gracie Gales held each other’s hand. They were a picture-perfect couple in their late thirties. Charles’s golden-brown, Ivy League hair was professionally trimmed, he was outfitted in a tailored tuxedo, and he sported a proud, fatherly smile. His wife, Gracie, had the grace of proper Southern belle. A dark blue dress conformed to the shape of her slender body. Her beautiful golden hair perfectly accentuated her blemish-free face.

      Director, Holland Docus, smiled widely. He had white hair with a part on the side, a checkered sports coat, and dark-rimmed glasses. “Nothing in Broken Roses would’ve been possible without your hard work, belief that television could change lives, and, of course, our budding star. Come up here, Scarlet.”

      The crowd applauded.

      The young starlet plopped down from her chair. A dazzling red dress and low crimson heels matched her name. Foundation and blush painted her cute face. Her curled, cherry-blond curls bounced as she walked onstage. Her grin was perfectly practiced, with an adorable dimple on her right cheek. She stopped next to the director.

      Holland put his hand on her shoulder. “Tonight is just as much a celebration of our show as it is of this young lady’s accomplishments. Her performance over the last two years has brought millions to tears, and her dedication to her character opened the way for her to be the youngest recipient of an Emmy. Everyone give a round of applause for our leading lady, Scarlet!”

      The crowd clapped.

      Scarlet held her perfectly practiced smile. She recognized almost every face in the room, and they all knew each other. Even at her age, she understood the whole purpose of the gathering was to dress up, drink alcohol, and pat each other on the back.

      Scarlet took the microphone. She spoke with a mature yet relatable tone, “Thank you. My father always says a show is only as good as its weakest link, but Broken Roses doesn’t have one. We all did a fantastic job, and we should all be very proud. I can’t wait to work with you next season.”

      The applause rose again as Scarlet handed the microphone back to the director. He acknowledged some key investors. Scarlet stood by, pretending not to be bored out of her mind. She was more interested in everyone’s choice of fashion than the words that were said. The speech dragged on, and eventually, the crowd was released to socialize as they pleased.

      Scarlet stayed close to her parents most of the night. Various old men and women complimented her with gentle handshakes and grins that were a little too familiar. All the attention made her nervous. When on camera, she didn’t mind because everything was rehearsed, but personal interaction was chaotic and random. Thankfully, her parents had drilled her on how to react to every situation. She could pick up on emotions quickly and could match the appropriate response depending on tone and context. Like most acting, it was all about cause and effect. Her winning the Emmy was no mistake, either. She wasn’t a natural-born talent; she was a product of years of programming that had her questioning the authentic nature of herself and those around her. She tried not to think too much about it. Her agent said she was too young to be depressed.

      The dinner party went on for hours, and her parents always stayed to the bitter end. They wanted to talk and listen to as many people as possible. It was their diligence that had gotten Scarlet her job in the first place.

      Seated, she rested her chin in her palms. Her feet swayed lazily under the table. Oddly, she thought of insects. Father had let her watch the Discovery Channel the other day, and she couldn't get the creepy crawlies out of her mind. Truth be told, she would’ve loved to wash away her pretty makeup and run through the woods or jump in the mud. Her parents would never allow it, but a girl could dream.

      She noticed something out of the corner of her eye. She looked past the cleared-off plates and saw a folded napkin. The words “hide and seek?” were written on the front.

      A mischievous smile curved up Scarlet’s face. She snatched the napkin and looked around the room. Most of the people had cleared out, and she didn’t recall seeing any other children around here. Intrigued by her mysterious suitor, Scarlet opened up the napkin. The word “stairs” was written within.

      Scarlet pulled at her father’s sleeve as he talked to an elderly couple. Taking a breath from his conversation, Charles glared at her. Scarlet thought she’d have better luck with her mother.

      Gracie replied, “Not now, dear.”

      Scarlet’s countenance went from frustrated to sympathetic hopelessness. It was the perfect reaction for drawing attention, but no one noticed her.

      After growing tired of waiting for someone to feel sorry for her, Scarlet quietly slipped out of her seat and walked away from the table. Her little heart raced as she got farther from her parents. She looked back. They were too engaged to notice her absence.

      Scarlet slipped into the long hallway outside the conference room.

      Keeping the note crumbled in her hand, she followed the sign leading to the stairs. She pushed against the long bar on the door. Her little heart swelled as she entered the stairwell. She was unsure who waited for her and what they had to say…

      

      Charles and Gracie were finishing their conversation when they noticed that their daughter was gone.

      Charles sighed. “Restroom, probably.”

      “I’ll go,” Gracie replied. She excused herself from the conversation and wandered down the hall. She entered the ladies’ room. “Scarlet?”

      All of the stalls were empty.

      Her chest tightened. She reminded herself not to get too worked up.

      She walked down the hallway and started toward the elevator, but Scarlet wasn’t there, either. She went to the emergency stairway. Empty.

      “Scarlet, baby, where are you?” Her voice echoed down the shaft.

      Gracie’s world spun.

      She grabbed ahold of the handlebar to keep herself from passing out. After she caught her breath, she hurried back to Charles.

      He noticed the worry on her face. “What happened? Where is she?”

      “She’s…” Gracie choked on the words. Her mind went to a million different places. “She’s gone, Charles.”

      Her husband didn’t understand.

      “I checked everywhere,” Gracie’s eyes watered.

      “Downstairs?” Charles asked.

      “No, but—”

      Charles scowled and jogged out of the room.

      Gracie followed after him, but her heels left her at a major disadvantage.

      They rushed to the lobby and asked everyone at the front desk. No one had seen her. The couple looked around frantically, enlisting the help of the staff and anyone else around.

      But it was all for naught.

      Scarlet Gales was gone.
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      Boots splashed in the water, breaking the reflection of the moon.

      Arden Briar, thirty-six years old, dashed down the alley. Clad in black, the P.I. moved with speed and finesse. A black cap was held snugly over her short red hair. Freckles spotted her pale face. Her eyes were full of determination. She kept two fingers on her earpiece. “See him?”

      Static affected Joe’s reply. “Fifth and Gray.”

      “Got it.” Arden hung a sharp right.

      Dumpster trash and a bed made out of cardboard lined the sides of the dank passageway. A chain-link fence divided the alley. Arden ran at it, then jumped and latched on to its diamond pattern. The cold, wet metal dug into her palms as she quickly scrambled over to the other side and dropped down.

      She jogged to the entrance of the sidewalk and into the traffic-jammed road. Though the rain had stopped, loads of pedestrians hid under their umbrellas. Like another face in the crowd, she spotted the Indian-American janitor blending into the mass of people.

      Arden rested a palm on the corner of a building and caught her breath. She returned to her normal walking pace. Like mist through the cracked door, she slipped through the masses. Her eyes stayed trained on her target despite the innumerable distractions.

      Down the road, she saw a muscular man dressed in an unzipped hoodie, plaid shirt, dark jeans, and scuffed boots. His full beard connected with his buzz cut. His brows were pointed and made him look naturally angry.

      He spoke into his Bluetooth. “You on the street?”

      “Yep. I already have eyes on you,” Arden replied as she weaved through the crowd.

      The muscular man glanced over at her.

      “I see you,” Joe replied.

      From the opposite side of the road, he moved in pace with the janitor. Suddenly, Jackson, their target, caught a glimpse of Joe. He paused. His face turned pale. He started sprinting. Keeping his eyes on Joe, he slammed into a woman in front of him. They tumbled into the street. Car horns blasted. The two of them were nearly pancaked. Jackson scrambled to his feet.

      “Jig’s up,” Joe said through the earpiece.

      “You think?” Arden replied sarcastically and started to run after Jackson.

      Using the chaos to his advantage, Joe cut through the slow-moving traffic as Jackson entered a bookstore.

      Arden spoke in a commanding voice. “Go around. I’ll flush him out.”

      “10-4.”

      Joe nodded at her as they swiftly crossed paths. He ran into the alley while Arden bolted into the bookstore.

      The dusty smell of ancient literature bombarded her senses. A mix of hipster youth and academic adults wandered the aisles. Arden slowed down, trying not to make a scene. She navigated the labyrinth of shelves. Some books were so tightly packed together that there was scarcely room to breathe. Others stood in loose stacks on the floor. Through one of the gaps on the bookshelf, she saw the target heading to the back of the store. Arden reached the end of the shelf she was behind just in time to see Jackson pass through the Employees Only door.

      The clerk shouted at him, “Hey!”

      Arden dashed past the clerk and followed the target through the door. Her feet quickly took her up the set of stairs and onto the roof. Skyscrapers and other massive buildings reached into the skyline in every direction. The sounds of traffic billowed up from the street.

      The target reached the edge of the building and stopped. He ran both hands up his scalp and mumbled to himself in great frustration.

      Arden quietly made her way to him.

      “... Oh, no, no, no… How could they know? There’s no way…”

      Arden got about five yards away when the man quickly turned to her. His sweaty face turned ghastly pale. He quickly drew a pocketknife. The blade glinted in the moonlight.

      “S-stay back. I’m warning you!”

      Arden showed him her open palms. “I just want to talk to you, Jackson.”

      “I said, stay back!” The knife trembled in his hand. Perspiration spotted his broad forehead.

      Arden carefully approached as if nearing a skittish cat. Every step was heart-aching and precise. Jackson inched back. It was like they were dancing. Arden would take a step forward and the man would back up closer to the edge.

      Too busy looking at Arden, Jackson nearly stepped off the building. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Arden replied, “Is that what you said to Riley?”

      Jackson’s mood changed from desperate to terrified. “How…”

      Arden kept moving toward him. She kept her focus on the knife’s point. “You think you could take a little girl and not leave a trail? C’mon, Jackson. You might be able to divert the police, but not me.”

      “There’s no way you could’ve found me, I—” He stopped himself before he said anything to condemn him further. Tears welled in his eyes, and he glanced over his shoulder. There was an adjacent building just a little shorter than the bookshop. He’d have to clear the whole alley to make it over.

      “You won’t make that,” Arden warned. She was almost close enough to disarm him.

      Jackson quickly turned his back to her.

      “Jackson, wait!” she shouted.

      The desperate man leaped.

      His feet kicked in the air as his eyes stayed aimed for the next building. After clearing a few feet, he realized he wasn’t jumping; he was falling. A glass-shattering screech erupted from his mouth as he plummeted into the alley below.

      A loud metallic bang sounded as he hit a dumpster and his body flopped on the ruthless concrete.

      Arden ran to the edge of the building. A cool breeze brushed against her shocked face as she watched the man desperately drag his body across the damp ground. Tears smeared his cheeks as he tried to stand, but his ankle gave way. A sharp whistle stopped him in his tracks.

      Horrified, he slowly turned his head to a dark shadow in the alley. All that was visible were the toes of muddy black combat boots. The whistling continued its jolly tune.

      Joe stepped out of the shadows. His widow’s peak was sharp and pointed. Deep creases etched his forehead. His haunted dark eyes grew hungry when they fell on Jackson.

      Jackson fanatically looked around for his knife, but it was lost during the fall. He glanced back at his twisted ankle and was crushed with hopelessness. His attention turned to Joe. “You can’t do this. I-i-it’s against the law.”

      Joe glared at him apathetically.

      Jackson whimpered, “Please, I—”

      Joe’s large hand reached down, grabbed the man by the front of his shirt, and lifted him up. He slammed his back against the dumpster. “You have one chance to answer this the right way. Where is Lily Collins?”

      “It’s Riley,” Arden said from behind him.

      Her hands were sore from sliding down a pipe on the side of the building. Streetcars passed by, but no people. They didn’t have long if they wanted to get this done before the police arrived.

      Jackson wept. “She’s… She’s…”

      Joe slammed him against the dumpster again. “Speak up.”

      Jackson couldn’t keep his composure. Drool and spit and tears wetted his face. “1823 Candlelight Avenue. The bus.”

      Arden put it into her GPS. It was about a thirty-minute drive outside of Atlanta.

      Jackson turned his bloodshot, desperate gaze up at Joe. “Forgive me. Forgive me, please. Please.”

      Like the shadow of death, darkness fell over Joe’s face.

      “Forgive me,” Jackson pleaded. “Please. Please…”

      Joe tightened his grip and pulled Jackson closer.

      Arden put a hand on Joe’s shoulder. He glanced back at her. Arden shook her head.

      Joe slammed the man’s back against the dumpster one last time and dropped him. Jackson sank to the alley floor and sobbed.

      Joe loomed over him.

      Arden dialed a number.

      When Derrick picked up on the other end of the line, Arden said, “Broken wing beside Oswald’s Books. Lost dove on 1823 Candlelight Avenue.”

      “Loud and clear,” Derrick replied. “The ETA on the wing is four. Dove is still pending.”

      Arden hung up and looked at Joe. “Four minutes.”

      Joe remained standing over Jackson but spoke to Arden. “We waiting?”

      “It would be wise,” Arden replied.

      A few minutes later, police sirens howled in the distance. Arden used her gloved hand to pull out a recorded tape of Jackson’s confession, put it in a nice baggy, and left it nearby for the police to find. As soon as they saw the flashing lights, Joe and Arden darted out of the alleyway. Jackson curled up. His emotions had gone from desperate to numb.

      Arden and Joe circled round to Arden’s bulky, blue, four-door Lincoln Town Car. It wasn’t fast or pretty, but it was perfect for staying incognito.

      They followed the GPS out of Atlanta. The farther into the rural territory, the more visible the stars became, but no matter how often they looked, there was always another plane flying to and from the Atlanta airport.

      Joe sat silently in the passenger seat. Arden had one hand on the steering wheel and was silently praying for the fourteen-year-old girl under her breath.

      “About the name mix-up,” Joe said, breaking the silence. “Riley. Lily. It was a stupid mistake.”

      Arden stayed fixed on the road. “Don’t beat yourself up about it,”

      They’d caught enough of these guys; it was easy to get confused.

      Joe smirked. “I thought you’d be the one to get offended. You know, with your belief and all that.”

      “The names don’t matter so much. It’s if we can get them in time,” Arden replied. “I’m praying we do.”

      “If God wanted to help Riley Collins, she would’ve never gotten taken in the first place,” Joe said bitterly.

      Arden had gotten to the place where she wasn’t interested in proving her faith. She willfully chose to believe it. Joe could doubt all day long. Arden would fight to hold on to hope.

      Soon the city was a memory behind them. They passed by Georgia farmlands and up a mountainous road. Near their destination, Arden parked off the road. Taking night-vision binoculars, Arden and Joe hiked through the woods. They reached a ridge with a good vantage point of the rundown single-wide trailer and the decaying school bus next to it. The bus’s windows were blacked out with paint. Its flat and rotting wheels sunk into the earth. Weeds and thorns sprouted up around its rusted body.

      A moment later, the police cruiser Derrick had called in rolled up to the property. Arden and Joe stayed on their bellies and watched from behind a toppled tree. The sounds of the night critters surrounded them. The police car’s headlights illuminated the single-wide trailer and bus.

      Arden’s belly rumbled slightly, reminding her of the fast she was on.

      Please, let her be alive. She silently prayed.

      The two dark-skinned cops spoke to each other.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere. I don’t get how someone called this in?” one said.

      The other replied, “It doesn’t matter. If the girl is here, we have to check it out.”

      “I missed a date for this,” the first cop complained.

      They knocked on the door to the trailer. No response.

      Joe nudged Arden and whispered. “Why aren’t they checking the bus? Didn’t Derrick tell them?”

      Arden found a rock and handed it to Joe. “You warn them.”

      Joe’s mouth made a line on his face. He got up into a crouching position, aimed, and threw the rock at the back of the bus. It thunked against the metal. The cops turned that way. They went to investigate the bus. Rusty rebar had been slid over the door to prevent it from being opened from the inside. The first cop removed it while the other cop pulled open the accordion-like door. He scrunched his nose.

      “Stinks,” he complained as he entered. The other cop followed.

      Arden waited. Her pounding pulse echoed across her body. Please, be alive. Come on.

      A minute passed.

      And then another.

      Arden fought the temptation to move closer.

      Finally, one of the officers left the bus, walked two feet, and vomited.

      Joe cursed under his breath.

      Arden held a deep breath as she combated the feeling of dread.

      The second officer walked out with the girl in his arms. She was dressed in a dirty shirt and shorts. Dirt stained her skinny frame. It looked like she hadn’t been fed during the whole two months of her captivity. Her cheeks were sunken down to her skull, and her face was a ghastly gray. With the goggles, Arden watched her stomach. It gently rose and fell. Arden let go of her held breath. “She made it.”

      Sighing in relief, Joe rolled onto his back and gazed at the stars.

      Minutes later, an ambulance and more squad cars arrived. They put the girl on a gurney, gave her an oxygen mask, and placed her in the ambulance.

      Arden’s phone buzzed.

      She answered.

      Derrick said, “Dove secured. ICU imminent. Good work.”

      “Likewise,” Arden replied.

      They hung up.

      Joe glanced Arden’s way. “Derrick good?”

      “Yeah,” Arden replied and backed away from the edge. “Ready?”

      They drove away before any of the cops were the wiser. Arden was glad she had watched the extraction. The police had been useless thus far, and she wanted to make sure the girl was safe. Derrick was usually good at relaying the message to his peers. He was a dispatcher at the local police department but used to work with Macon PD until Arden convinced him otherwise. She had made the move to Atlanta and needed to have a contact in the police department. If not, she’d have no way to relay the information to the cops without raising suspicion. She considered herself a soft vigilante. If a criminal could be detained through the proper legal channels, Arden would take that route. She often found condemning pictures of a kidnapper and sent them as an anonymous tip to the police. However, there were times when Arden had to bend the rules.

      They drove back into Atlanta and through one of the lower-middle-class neighborhoods. Arden pulled to a stop outside of one of the many generic-looking homes. It was blue with a white porch and an A-frame roof. There was a fenced-in front yard with an old doghouse.

      Joe unclicked his seat belt. “You want to say hi?”

      Arden cracked a tired smile. “Of course.”

      They walked together down the small path to the front door. Joe fiddled with his key fob until he found the right one and then undid the lock. They walked inside. It smelled like spaghetti sauce. They followed the scent to the kitchen. Studious seventeen-year-old Jessica Carmon stirred the red sauce. She had long hair, a skinny frame, and round glasses.

      “Hey, Arden. How’s Patty?” Jessica asked.

      Arden replied, “I learned I’m too busy for a dog. I had to take her back.”

      Joe walked to the booster seat and adorable two-year-old Ethan. The toddler smiled widely. Joe smiled back. “You miss me?”

      “You know he did,” Jessica said. “Dad, could you give me a hand?”

      Joe tapped the child on his nose. “Wait for me.”

      The toddler said, “Grandpa.”

      Arden’s heart melted. It amazed her how something so cute could come from something so tragic. The child was partly the product of a very bad man.

      Joe washed his hands and got out the plates. “You going to eat with us, Arden?”

      “I think I’m going to try to get some rest tonight,” Arden replied, not wanting to announce her fast publicly.

      “The offer stands if you change your mind.” Joe set the plates onto the table.

      Arden walked up next to Jessica. Bubbles popped on the surface of the red sauce. “How did your presentation go today?”

      Jessica tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled shyly. “Public speaking is not my favorite thing in the world.”

      “You’ll get better.”

      “That’s what Mr. Vaughan says,” Jessica replied. “He’s helping me fill out college applications, you know?”

      “That’s good,” Arden replied.

      Joe interjected. “Keep them local.”

      “I know, Dad,” Jessica said with teenage angst. She whispered to Arden, “I’m gonna do it anyway.”

      “I heard that,” Joe replied.

      Arden smiled a little bit.

      She checked her watch. It was almost 10 pm. She said her goodbyes. Jessica gave her a timid hug, Joe nodded curtly, and Ethan smiled from ear to ear. Arden admired Jessica’s resilience for raising the boy. Most girls who went through what she did would want to terminate the pregnancy. With Jessica still a full-time student, Joe spent most of the time raising Ethan. Arden told him that he could get a real job anytime, but he refused. He liked working with her, and as much as Arden didn’t like to admit it, she enjoyed his company. Years ago, she ran solo in pursuit of child abductors and human traffickers. To have someone who shared the same conviction and wasn’t afraid to get their hands dirty was an asset she couldn’t afford to lose. More than that, Joe was one of her only friends.

      The drive back home was sober and quiet. Arden kept the radio off and windows up as she cruised. Even though an hour and a half had passed since Riley was rescued, Arden still felt the adrenaline high. She made it to her apartment. Back in Macon, before she had teamed up with Joe, her home and office shared the same space. With his resources pooled with hers, they were able to split their new office in Atlanta, and with the money left over, Arden was able to lease a room at a local motel called The Six Shooter. It was a two-story bed and breakfast with a neon sign. Unlike some motels in Atlanta, this one wasn’t infested with crackheads, prostitutes, and adulterers. Arden gave a lot of credit to prayer. She couldn’t count how many times she’d circled the property, asking the Lord to cleanse the atmosphere. It seemed to have helped. The place had largely been cleaned up, and most of the guests were single.

      Arden parked her car and hiked up the exterior staircase to the walkway that led to her apartment. It had a small kitchen, a queen-sized bed, a couch, TV, and a bathroom. Having spent most of her life living in shared dorms at the various orphanages, she grew accustomed to smaller living quarters. After she got inside, she turned her music player on and let instrumental praise music break the silence. After changing into her PJs, she sat on the couch with her feet on the cushion and read the Word. She didn’t get far before she found herself praying for the locals, the police’s safety, and for the evil that snaked through the city to be revealed. An hour passed quickly, and when she opened her eyes, her vision quickly landed on the corkboard she had covered with a sheet. Part of her warned her not to look, but she rose and approached anyway.

      She grabbed the corner of the sheet and pulled it away. It billowed as it landed in a heap by her feet.

      A web of multicolored string and thumbtacks held sticky notes, pictures, and news articles to the corkboard.

      At the heart of it all was a picture of a pretty redhead.

      Patricia Briar. Arden’s sister.
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      One hand on her hip and her teeth anxiously digging into her lower lip, Arden stood before the corkboard. Her mind raced as she examined the chaotic web of information.

      From an onlooker’s perspective, the corkboard appeared to be conspiracy-theorist nonsense. Shorthand notes were tacked next to blurry photographs. There were lists of names, random amounts of money and tax returns, initials, places followed by question marks, and more all brought together by multi-colored string. Each connected back to Patricia like the valves of her heart.

      It had been six and a half years since Arden started her investigation, and there was still a long way to go.

      Arden remembered Patricia had been going off of the deep end for a while. Through her late teens and twenties, it was hard to find her alone. There was always another guy or another party. To the outside world, she was just another skank, but Arden knew her. She understood the hurt. Both of them had spent their lives in the low-income foster care system. The rules were strict, and the caretakers were often a little too “friendly.” It wasn’t just with the girls, either. Arden recalled making pacts with her little sister to cause so much hell that they would be forced to transfer to another facility. No amount of discipline was going to silence them. The strategy proved to be a two-edged sword. Their rowdy behavior got them out of the pit they were living in but destroyed their credibility with all authority figures, cops, and counselors they encountered later on.

      Arden was twenty, and Patricia was eighteen when they were finally free. Living together, they went to a forgettable local community college. To satisfy her curious nature, Arden sought after a journalism degree. Patricia wanted to become a welder of all things. Arden never understood why. Her poor sister was never good at it.

      After graduating, they realized the difficulty of getting their dream jobs and settled for a sleazy bar named Travis’s. Arden spent years drinking tequila shots with the locals while her sister flirted for extra tips. Eventually, the owner, Travis, was accused of a dozen sexual harassment allegations and was shamed publicly. Looking back, Arden wondered what he might’ve known about Patricia’s downfall. Unfortunately, he ate the barrel of a shotgun long before she could get any answers.

      In their mid-twenties at this point, both of the girls were unemployed. They maintained their fast-paced lifestyle by mooching off of friends and gullible men. One night, during a party, Patricia was wasted and met a group of cool guys. She decided to become a roadie for their band that she’d just heard of. Arden forbade the idea. If they wanted to keep their apartment, both of them needed to be working. Patricia’s leaving would screw over Arden and vice versa.

      But, Patricia was never one to obey authority.

      After a huge verbal confrontation and a lot of nasty words Arden still regretted, her sister stormed off. The next time Arden saw her would be years later…

      Keeping herself from going too far down memory lane, Arden set her jaw and backed away from the corkboard. She couldn’t look at it without fuming. Go to sleep, a still, small voice told her. In the morning, your thoughts will be clearer.

      Arden flipped the light switch and climbed into bed.

      Her mind wouldn’t turn off.

      Though her eyes were closed, she visualized the corkboard as clear as day.

      She remembered tracking down the band, who had left Patricia at some truck stop after they grew tired of her.

      She remembered tracking down the truckers, who had claimed a few men had picked her up.

      After so many failed leads, Arden gave up and let her sister live her life.

      She regretted that choice dearly.

      Years later, when Arden started her real investigation, she’d heard rumors that Patricia was homeless, that she was a prostitute, that she became the escort of some business mogul, and that she had married a millionaire and lived in a yacht house. The more Arden researched, the stranger the theories became. Patricia was living in Alaska, she found Jesus in jail, and she was apparently kidnapped on her way to Mexico and forced to become a drug mule. Some of her old friends claimed she spent time in California, while others said that she lived on a beach near Miami. None of the sources were solid, and the witnesses weren’t trustworthy.

      The more Arden looked into it, the more frustrated and jaded she became. For all she knew, her sister was never more than hours away the whole time. Eventually, a trustworthy source led Arden to Atlanta. Multiple sources had seen her around bars and nightclubs. Patricia knew how to draw a crowd, so it was no surprise people remembered her. Nevertheless, no one could lead her to a reasonable suspect.

      Arden sat up and fluffed her pillow. She lay back down at her side and stared at the digital alarm clock. At some point in the night, she slipped into a vivid memory.

      It was years ago.

      Arden was twenty-nine.

      With one of her legs tucked under the other, she sat on her mother’s old clothing chest and looked out the window. Iron clouds split soft rain on the horizontal country road and small forest beyond it.

      It was only by some miracle Arden was back in their parents’ home. They had been killed in a car crash when Arden was six. The house, which should’ve been passed down to Arden, had faulty paperwork and was kept by the bank. Two years after Patricia left, Arden worked at a local banking branch, taking on double shifts and spending her few hours of free time drinking, partying, and doing everything else that came along with her suicidal lifestyle.

      She eventually saved enough money to buy back the old place. Being unoccupied for so long, it needed major repairs. The ranch home had five acres of overgrown land and was located on a small country road outside of Macon, Georgia.

      It had two bedrooms, but the second was tiny and barely held twin beds. Why her parents bought the place was beyond Arden’s understanding. Her father was a postman, and her mother spent her hours looking after the kids. Perhaps it was purchased for the isolation. As far as Arden knew, they were the only ones that ever drove down this road. Their neighbors were mostly old farmers with few reasons to ever leave their property.

      Arden got up from her spot. She yawned and decided it would be right to clean the place up a little. Most nights she was couch surfing, but when she had a day off, she’d stop by and look after the place. A lot of furniture got thrown out during the foreclosure. The rest of the house was dead space.

      Picking up a dustpan and broom, Arden got to work. The rain made her drowsy. After she finished, she crashed on her parents’ old bed and fell asleep.

      It was nighttime when she heard the tires screeching. Arden sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. A van sped down the road. A sickening feeling pitted her in her stomach. She didn’t know what it was or how to explain it, but inside, she felt she needed to go investigate. Working at the bank and having a degree in journalism, she had learned to pick out details. Putting on a coat over her lazy cleaning clothes, she stepped out into the night.

      Light rain fell on her face. The damp grass cushioned her bare feet. She made her way up to the road and looked both ways. There was nothing to be seen to the right—the direction the van had driven. It was long gone as if the drivers were going sixty-plus miles per hour. Arden turned to the left. The ominous straight road extended into eternal darkness. There was a pale lump in the ditch. Hugging herself and slightly shivering from the cold spring rain, she walked toward it. The wet road cooled her soles. Her hair was slightly messy from sleeping. A few strands were stuck to the corner of her mouth. She brushed them away as the object became visible. Arden couldn’t make out what it was.

      Then she saw the arm. It was pale like milk and twisted in a strange direction.

      Arden froze.

      The soft patter of rain filled the silence.

      With her phone not on her, she decided to investigate before calling the cops.

      Her heart thumped in her chest. With each step she took, fear pulled at her mind. Her hair was damp now and dripping. She relied on dim natural light to illuminate the object.

      The arm was clearly attached to a face-down body. Rain filled the ditch like a horse trough. The woman’s front side was submerged in two inches of muddy water. She wore a jean jacket that had a tear at the right shoulder and was missing the entire left sleeve; hence the arm Arden saw. Her fingernails were coral-colored and chipped. Her miniskirt had been hiked up to below her navel, and her leggings had dozens of splits. Cuts and bruises painted the skin beneath. The girl’s shoulder-length red hair fanned out around her head. Large tufts had been pulled out, revealing the scalp’s tender skin. She had a single braid near the front that floated in the water.

      Any reasonable person would’ve run, screamed, and contacted authorities right away. Arden didn’t. She was as silent as death, almost unable to breathe. As if being pulled by some invisible force, she neared the body and squatted. A voice in her head told her to leave it alone. It begged her.

      Arden reached out a trembling hand. Rainwater snaked around Arden’s wide green eyes and down the curve of her nose. She touched the woman’s shoulder. It was cold and functionless like rubber. Teeth chattering, she slowly rolled over the body.

      It took more force than she anticipated. The cadaver’s head hung low on its floppy neck joint. The muddy wet hair prevented Arden from making out the woman’s face, though she could see that the woman wore a white shirt underneath her jean jacket. There were cigarette holes and cuts all up and down it.

      Arden rolled the body over the rest of the way. The cadaver’s back splashed in the water. Her lifeless arms fell limply to the side. Her half-opened green eyes stared into the black iron sky. A droplet of rain plopped on her dilated pupil. She didn’t blink. There was a cut on her pointed chin and a bruise on her forehead. Strangulation marks painted her neck. Her chapped lips were partly opened. Some of her wet hair was glued to her pale cheek.

      Lightning flashed.

      Arden recognized the girl.

      It was her twenty-seven-year-old sister.

      Arden took a step back and lost her footing. Her rear crashed down the road as the rain picked up. She gawked at the woman she’d spent her life with, almost disbelieving.

      Not only was she faced with the death of her only remaining family member, but Arden was also face to face with her own mortality. For the first time in her existence, death was real, and so was the fact that her own life was amounting to nothing.

      Arden jolted out of bed, drenched in a cold sweat, much like the rain she’d felt that night. Her breathing was heavy. Her body was burning up. She glanced over at the clock—it was almost 6 am. Arden swung her legs out of bed. Her cold feet touched down on the floor. She got dressed in a sports bra, T-shirt, gym pants, and sneakers. She grabbed her gym bag and left quickly. Atlanta was still quiet this early in the morning. Morning dew painted the grass. The sunrise outlined tall buildings. Arden arrived at The Jungle, a small kickboxing gym.

      She got changed in the locker room and wrapped her scarred knuckles in white cloth. She ran on the treadmill for thirty minutes and then headed over to the kickboxing area. This early in the morning, the facility was nearly empty. Arden approached the punching bag. Every time her knuckles slammed against the rough bag, she imagined the unknown men who took Patricia. She recalled her sister’s half-open eyes. Each punch sent a shock wave up her arm and to her elbow. She continued her onslaught, becoming more enraged. Her knuckles throbbed. The skin broke underneath the wrappings. Burgundy blood blossomed on the cloth. The pain was sharp. She eventually stopped and caught her breath. No amount of beating was going to clear her head.

      She had to rely on something else.

      

      Pastor Jim sat in the office of his small, non-denominational church. He wore a two-tone polo, jeans, and tennis shoes. His face was long, and his hair was thin. The man had kind hazel eyes and a welcoming aura about him, much like a friendly father. Arden sat across him. She kept her hands under the table. Her right hand squeezed her busted knuckles.

      She cast her eyes down. “I thought I had a lid on it, Pastor, but…”

      Jim nodded. “Some wounds are deeper than others.”

      Arden locked eyes with him. “Every time Patricia crosses my mind, I start seeing red. It wasn’t always like that. A few years ago, I felt like I could control it, but now… I don’t know.”

      “Have you been continuing your investigation?”

      Arden smirked. “If you can call it that. I haven’t had a breakthrough in months.”

      “And the police?” Jim asked.

      Arden made air quotes. “Ongoing investigation.”

      The room went silent for a moment.

      Arden bit into the inside of her cheek, trying to keep from feeling the pain throbbing in her busted knuckles.

      Jim’s chair creaked a little as he leaned forward. “When you first came here after Patricia’s passing, you were looking for something. Trust. Justice. Purpose. And a few months later, after you went under the water and came back up, you felt free, yes?”

      Arden nodded.

      Jim gently smiled. “That burden was put behind you. A month later, you felt called to help girls like your sister and decided to become a private investigator. I remember the smile on your face when you sold everything you had to start your practice. It wasn’t about avenging your sister; it was to stop others from suffering the same fate. Is that still the case?”

      “I…” Arden thought on it. She was beyond wearing a mask. “I don’t know anymore.”

      Jim replied softly, “I want to tell you the truth because it’s the only way you’ll be set free: vengeance is the Lord’s. He’ll take care of this.”

      “I know,” Arden replied, growing testy. “But as long as these guys walk free, more girls could get attacked.”

      “You’re right,” Jim said. “I’m not saying that they get a free pass, but I’ll also say this: you aren’t called to stop every evil in the world. Some things are out of our control. I’m not saying that you should give up your search or pretend everything is all right. But don’t let this be what defines you. Let God be the author and finisher of your work. Obsession and hate might seem like great tools for productivity, but they lead to death, spiritually if not physically.”

      “So, what should I do then?” Arden deflated. “I know forgiving them is the right thing to do, but I feel like I can’t.”

      “We don’t live by our emotions. We live by the Word,” Jim said. “I believe that there are some hurts that we need God’s help to heal. Many hurts, actually. Ask Him for the strength to forgive but also for justice. Ask God to change your heart so you can tackle this investigation objectively, not emotionally. And, whether or not you catch the man yourself, it doesn’t mean that God won’t bring in someone else who will. There are countless verses and psalms, where God is called our Avenger. It says that when we cry out, He hears our cry, mounts on a black cloud, comes down, and scatters our enemies with a bow and arrow.”

      “Psalm 18.”

      “That’s the one,” Jim said. “It can apply to this situation, too. As you cry out for justice, it will be doled out. It may not be in our timing, but there is nothing impossible for our God.”

      Arden kept fiddling with her knuckles.

      Jim said to her, “It may seem like there’s no other choice, but you don’t need to compromise your love for God by taking on a battle you aren’t meant to take on. Jesus has set you free from your old self. You just need to come to terms with that. You do that and trust the Lord to work it out, not only will you be happy, but you’ll grow in your relationship with the Lord as well.”

      “What if He wants me to take on this battle? What if everything happened so I could stop these monsters?” Arden asked.

      “Firstly, I believe there is a very real enemy that means to steal, kill, and destroy. If anyone is to be blamed for your sister’s death, it’s him. Secondly, I can’t say what you are or aren’t called to do. That’s up to God, but I know that if God had His way, every man would come unto salvation. If those people that attacked your sister were filled with the Holy Spirit, you think they would’ve done that?”

      Arden frowned. “No…”

      “So, what should you do?”

      Arden set her jaw for a moment and then replied, “Pray for them.”

      “And place your feelings for them on the altar. It’s not easy. They’ve acted wickedly, but I’m convinced that as long as they have breath in their lungs, there is still a chance for salvation,” Jim said.

      Arden felt sober.

      Jim took a breath. “Did God not form them and fashion them as well?”

      Arden didn’t have a reply.

      Jim broke the silence. “Here’s my advice: put aside your investigation for the time being and seek the Lord. When you feel like He’s given you an answer, come back to me, and we’ll pray through it. Does that sound good?”

      Arden looked down and nodded. She believed his words to be true, but her pain still poked at her.

      When she was baptized nearly six years ago, she felt something break off her that left her crying for an hour. She felt that her past truly died that day and she was raised into new life. Since then, it had been a battle to hold onto that truth. She had voices and false, deep-seated beliefs that contested her faith constantly, but she held fast. At least for the most part. When she first started her investigation, Arden’s mind was set on finding girls, but with each year that went by and her sister’s killers roamed free, Arden’s obsession had started to return. She thought it was put to death, but it seemed to come back and was stronger than ever. Her knuckles stung in pain as a reminder of her building anger.

      Jim said, “How is Joe?”

      Arden blinked, breaking out of her long train of thought. “Oh, he’s, uh, hanging in. He’s been a big help around the office.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Jim replied. “Does he still give you a hard time?”

      “Regarding my faith? It's nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Well, I’m glad that the two of you are getting along,” Jim replied.

      Arden shrugged. “We manage.”

      “I’ve been keeping his girl in prayer. It's not easy to be so young and having to be a mother,” Jim replied.

      “Joe does most of the parenting. He allows Jessica to spend time at school and on her studies while he raises Ethan,” Arden said, glad she could take her mind off Patricia’s murder for even just a few minutes.

      Jim asked, “Do you feel that Joe is helping in your faith or hindering it?”

      Arden thought on it for a moment. Joe got into the investigative side more to stop the villains than to save the girls. He wished he had started before his daughter had been taken, but he was the bigger vigilante of the two. Over the years, Arden had to admit that his roguish methods were starting to influence her. Like with Jackson. Arden would’ve never interrogated him in the alleyway. And though they never laid hands on him, years ago, Arden would’ve watched from a distance and taken the time to find something damning on the man before contacting the cops. Getting a full confession from the man last night proved to be more efficient, but it was much more morally ambiguous than she would have liked.

      “Arden?” Jim asked.

      Arden noticed once again that she had lost him. “The last few days have been rough.”

      “No worries,” the kindly pastor answered.

      “I hope I’m a bigger influence on him than he has been on me,” Arden answered honestly, but she wasn’t sure. She checked the time. “We should probably pray.”

      Jim put out his hands across the table with his palms up. Arden put her hands into his. Jim noticed her scabbed knuckles but made no comment of it. Arden bowed her head. So did Jim.

      He said, “You start.”

      Arden cleared her thoughts. “Father, help me set my eyes upon You. I thank You for what You’ve done in my life. I thank You that You saved me. This thing with my sister is pressing down on me, and I don’t know what to do. Jesus, I… I need Your help. Take away this anger. Let justice come where it is needed, and let those who can find redemption. I desire to forgive them, but I ask You to give me the strength to do so. Thank you…”

      “Amen,” Jim said.

      They both opened their eyes and drew back their hands.

      “I love you, Arden,” Jim said innocently.

      “Love you, too,” Arden replied as well.

      They shared a final smile before Arden got up.

      “Oh,” Jim said. “Here.”

      He opened his drawer and pulled out a small tube of Neosporin, then tossed it to Arden. She caught it.

      “That’s a strange thing to have lying around,” Arden said.

      “I bought it last night. I don’t know why, I just felt like I should get it,” Jim said.

      Arden studied the tube.

      “The Lord is looking out for you, Arden,” Jim smiled.

      Arden smiled slightly in return.

      On the drive back home, Arden reflected on Jim’s words. It would be wise to put aside her search now until she felt a clearer direction. Despite all this, she still had a strong drive to find and stop these guys. She struggled to know if this was a divine call or her human emotions directing her.

      After getting home, she put her gym clothes in the hamper. She put on a button-up blouse and tucked it into tight jeans, then pulled on her hiking/running shoes. She needed to be ready at all times for all things. She fixed her short red hair and headed out to the office. It was a four-story office suite. Arden arrived, seeing the fortified door with the fogged glass window reading Briar and Carmon Investigative Services.

      Arden found the door already unlocked. She opened it. There was a small waiting area that had a door leading to a corner office and a door to a second smaller office. It wasn’t the biggest space in the world, but Arden and Joe had done a good job of keeping it classy. Also, Joe had given Arden the corner office.

      Joe’s office was open. He was straightening up the objects on his desk.

      “You’re early,” Arden said as she unlocked the office door.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” Joe replied. “I’m surprised you’re late.”

      Arden checked her watch. 9:17 am. Twenty minutes later than usual.

      Joe walked over and leaned on the threshold of the door. “Are we going to make money today or crackdown on some mofos?”

      “Hopefully both,” Arden replied and got her door open.

      “Keep praying,” Joe said, dryly.

      “I am, trust me.” Arden stepped into her office.

      She had a wooden desk with two large filing drawers on each side. Behind her was a window to the city. Arden turned on the coffee maker and took a seat. She had a shelf with a variety of books. On one wall was a painting of a boat on choppy waters. On another wall was a cross.

      Arden sank into her comfy seat. She hoped she wouldn’t have to pawn it, but Joe was right about them needing money. Helping people was good, but she still wanted to eat, and Joe still needed money to look after his family. Arden opened her laptop and typed in her encrypted password that was a combination of numbers, letters, spaces, and symbols. She wasn’t even supposed to have most of the evidence stored on this machine.

      Joe walked into the room, sipping coffee. “My queue is empty.”

      Arden checked her email and messages. “Mine, too.”

      Joe stroked his beard, further sharpening the black point that had just a touch of gray. “What do you say we look into your sister’s case?”

      Arden chuckled.

      Joe was baffled. “How is that funny? You helped me find my daughter three years ago, let me help you.”

      “It’s not that; I was just talking to someone about this very thing this morning,” Arden replied.

      “Who?”

      “Pastor Jim,” Arden replied.

      The coffee machine rumbled.

      “What was his sage advice?”

      “That I take a break and decide if it's something I should really be doing.”

      “You have six years’ worth of suspects and clues. She’s your sister, and she was dumped outside your parents’ house, which means that her killer must know something about you or your family. Out of everyone in the world, you are the most equipped for this.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

      Joe put his palms down on the desktop. “It’s us who make justice in this world. If He did, He would’ve done so.”

      “Maybe He’s waiting on us to trust Him,” Arden replied.

      Joe shook his head. “Arden, please. Let’s use reason here.”

      “Sometimes faith defies reason,” Arden counter-argued.

      “And that’s why we have suicide bombers,” Joe said.

      Arden kept herself calm. “It is through faith that I believe God loves all men. Even the ones that took my sister. And your daughter.”

      Joe’s dark, haunted eyes cut into Arden. “Sometimes I don’t understand you. You say you believe in God, yet you deal with the vilest people all day long.”

      “Without God, I wouldn’t be doing this,” Arden replied. “There are a lot of better jobs that are less stressful and pay a whole lot more than tracking scum.”

      “So, you admit they are scum?”

      Arden hated when Joe played devil’s advocate. “Sorry. They’re lost, and their actions are vile, but God loves them just as much as you and me.”

      “Yeah, He loves me enough to get my daughter assaulted at fourteen years old,” Joe said with venom.

      “That was a man’s choice.”

      “Are we interrupting?” a woman’s voice said. She had a soft Southern accent.

      Arden and Joe turned back to the guest room, seeing a gorgeous blond and a tall, dashing man in their late thirties enter the guest area. The woman wore a dark purple dress. Highlights ran through her elegant blond hair. Her red-rimmed blue eyes stayed low and downcast.

      Arden gestured for them to enter her office.

      The couple sat across from Arden, looking highly distraught. Joe pulled up a chair and joined Arden, and they introduced themselves.

      Arden put on her best professional smile. “What can we do for you?”

      Tears rolled down the woman’s cheek. “I need you to find my daughter.”
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      The woman’s name was Gracie Gales. By her chic hat, little pastel handbag, and perfect posture, she was a Southern gal through and through. Her makeup blended naturally with her skin. It was neither overbearing or too little. In her late thirties, she looked a decade younger. Arden guessed she spent maybe two to three hours on her makeup this morning. She dabbed her eyes with the corner of a tissue to keep from smearing her mascara.

      She clicked open the button on her purse and removed a photograph. “Her name is Scarlet, you know? Like Scarlett O'Hara.”

      The little girl was like a breathing Barbie doll. A little dimple formed on her right cheek. Great joy filled her blue eyes. Arden, usually a savant at reading people, couldn’t tell if her happiness was genuine or fake.

      Arden tilted the photo Joe’s way.

      His brows rose. “That’s Scarlet Gales. From Broken Roses? I didn’t realize they filmed that here.”

      Charles nodded soberly. “We do a lot of our filming in Atlanta.”

      Mr. Gales had finely gelled hair and a chiseled face on par with the statue of King David. He wore a cardigan, slacks, and penny loafers. Arden was sure he got his eyebrows plucked. Much like his wife, he was a beautiful man.

      Arden inquired about the show.

      “It’s a historical drama centered around the Civil War,” Joe explained. “Think Gone with the Wind, but as a TV show. Scarlet plays the lead. She won an Emmy for her performance this season.”

      Arden was surprised Joe knew so much about the show. She’d have something to tease him about later. Right now, the situation was dire.

      “It was the perfect role,” Gracie couldn’t take her eyes off the photo. “It felt like it was made for our little flower by God himself.”

      Charles and, surprisingly, Joe nodded along in agreement.

      “How long has she been gone?” Arden asked.

      Charles squeezed his wife’s hand. “Thirty-six hours.”

      “Smart,” Joe complimented. “Most people wait until after forty-eight hours before getting outside help. By then, the chance of finding the person drops significantly.”

      “We contacted the police immediately after…” Gracie’s voice cracked. She dabbed the corner of her eye with the napkin. “Lord, I’m such a mess.”

      Arden pulled out a tissue box from the desk drawer and placed it in front of her. “Tell me about Scarlet’s disappearance.”

      Charles took a deep breath. “We were at the Hyatt. Scarlet won the Emmy for the first season finale. The executives hosted a private party in the Swan Conference Hall.”

      Gracie sniffled. “Only lead investors and those above the line were invited. It wasn’t for the entire crew. Most of them are brutes anyway. My first suspicion was that one of them took my girl. You should see the way they look at her. Disgusting.”

      Arden looked at the photo again. Today’s society had a way of highly sensualizing its youth.

      Joe jotted down notes. “Anyone specific?”

      Arden glanced up at him. “I’d like to hear more about the abduction before we start pointing fingers.”

      Context was important for any investigation. The usual suspects could be refined based on the circumstance. Not every thug was bad, and not every priest was holy.

      Charles laid it out for them, starting with their arrival at 7 pm to their departure at midnight. The ceremony had started by showing the final episode of the season. After that, the director, assistant director, and producers applauded Scarlet. The girl gave a brief thank you speech, and the other three acknowledged the other producers and such that made the show possible. Afterward, a meal was served. They got catering from one of the local companies. The party continued with socializing that never had an official ending. According to Charles’s testimony, most of the people were gone by the time Scarlet went missing.

      “One moment she was sitting at our table, and the next she was gone,” Gracie said in complete disbelief.

      “We checked everywhere,” Charles added. “We even talked to the janitorial staff and the various overnight guests. They didn’t see her.”

      “And the security cameras?” Arden asked.

      “The police reviewed them,” Charles said. “The last they saw of Scarlet, she was entering the emergency stairwell, but there was no recoverable footage.”

      Joe slightly cocked his head. “Why?”

      Charles shrugged. “It just wasn’t working.”

      “And the cameras outside the hotel?” Arden asked.

      “No sign, either,” Charles said, turning green.

      Gracie fought back more tears. “She was gone, investigators. It was like she just disappeared.”

      “How would you describe her personality?”

      “She’s a kid,” Charles said.

      “She’s a star,” Gracie corrected.

      “Give me some adjectives,” Arden fished.

      The parents hesitated.

      “Adorable,” Gracie said.

      Charles thought about it. “Intelligent. She has exemplary grades. I make sure of that. We do memory drills constantly.”

      Gracie chimed in, “Yes. I’ve taught her how to walk, smile, and display emotion. Driven!” Gracie snapped her fingers and put on a determined face. “Innocent.” She snapped again and appeared child-like. “Alarmed.” She snapped and looking scared. “Neutral.”

      Charles nodded. “She didn’t become a cultural icon by chance.”

      Gracie smiled to herself. “Her every movement is calculated, from the pace of her walk to the width of her smile. She’s a living masterpiece.”

      The couple basked in their accomplishment.

      Arden wasn’t sure if she should celebrate or be horrified that they’d turned their little girl into a sociopathic art project.

      Joe cleared his throat. He was battling with the same thoughts as well. “Arden was referring to behavior patterns.”

      The couple stared at him blankly, as if their heads were completely hollow.

      Arden interlocked her fingers. “Did she exhibit rebellious behavior?”

      Charles’s face turned serious. “We stopped tolerating that years ago.”

      “Has she ever tried to run away?” Joe asked.

      The couple shook their heads.

      “Is there any chance she would’ve run away the night she went missing?” Arden asked.

      Charles and Gracie turned to each other for a moment, horrified. Then, they looked at Arden and spoke at the same time.

      “Not our Scarlet—”

      “—She would never!”

      Arden spoke cautiously, “I’m just keeping our minds open.”

      Charles adamantly opposed the idea that Scarlet departed voluntarily, but this was coming from a man who couldn’t talk about his daughter’s own personality. Arden asked about potential suspects. Gracie pulled out a long list from her purse.

      Arden looked over the three dozen names. That was just the first out of four pages. Gracie buttoned her purse. “This is just what I thought of now. I’m sure I’ll have more later.”

      Arden was glad to have more than less, but the last thing she wanted was a witch hunt. “Who are these people?”

      “Rivals, mentors, stalkers, cast, crew, and deviants of all sorts,” Gracie explained. “They wanted my Scarlet, but I wasn’t going to let them have her.”

      Charles nodded. “We knew the police weren’t going to be able to get through the list that fast, which is why we want the two of you. We’ve talked to other investigators as well, but the two of you have the best reputation.”

      Gracie looked disgusted. “A lot of your peers are just so…” She shuddered.

      Charles let go of his wife’s hand for the first time since they had arrived. He rubbed his palm sweat on his thighs. “So? Will you help us?”

      Arden replied, “We’ll need full transparency.”

      “Understandable,” Charles said.

      “Like seeing Scarlet’s room, reading her diary, texts, etc.”

      The parents got alarmed.

      Joe, though an intimidating man, spoke softly. “We will do everything in our power to find this girl. You can have confidence in that. If you can’t agree to full access to her things, we can still help, but it would be a disservice to you.”

      Gracie looked at Charles. He seemed hesitant. They traded looks. Gracie silently convinced him. Charles conceded.

      Joe pulled out the paperwork. Coming from the film industry, Charles read the document thoroughly. Arden wanted to check out the hotel first. It would also give the Gales some time to rest before Arden visited their home. The staff would’ve already cleaned the conference hall. Also, the police would have done their sweep. Either way, Arden wanted to check it off the list and see if there was some way Scarlet could have gotten extracted without being seen.

      Arden and Joe decided to put all their time into this case. The Gales would pay well, and Arden had a strong feeling they wouldn’t approve of her multi-tasking.

      Joe walked them out to their luxury car. Arden watched from the window. She sipped her coffee.

      After Joe returned, Arden put on a light jacket. It was springtime, and sometimes the air could get a little nippy.

      “Piece of work. Both of them,” Joe replied. “Perhaps we should be rescuing Scarlet from them. No wonder these Hollywood kids turn out so dysfunctional.”

      Arden turned off the light and flipped over the closed sign. She stepped past Joe. “We can lecture them on parenting after we find the girl. Until then, it’s the girl’s survival that matters.”

      Joe, finding no place to argue, shut the door behind Arden and locked it.

      They reached the parking lot.

      “Wait,” Joe said.

      Arden paused.

      Joe fished a quarter out of his back pocket. “Call.”

      “Tails.”

      Joe flipped the coin. It landed in his palm. He put it down on his forearm and pulled back his hand. George Washington’s bust looked back at them. “My car it is,” Joe said.

      Arden couldn’t remember why they had started the coin toss game, but it had become a tradition. Honestly, Arden didn’t mind driving. She had to do it so often she became unaffected by long hours in the car. She spent a lot of her time tailing someone or waiting during a stakeout. Joe’s driving was a bit more reckless. He drove a 2004 black Mustang he’d taken to the streets many times. Sometimes, after a long case, Joe would just drive. He wouldn’t have a purpose or destination. Arden didn’t ask him about it. She understood the need to clear one’s mind.

      Joe kept his eyes straight ahead as he headed to the massive hotel in the distance. It stood like a tower amidst other skyscrapers, making up the crooked teeth on a giant’s lower jaw. They arrived and paid the twenty bucks for the daytime parking. Keeping their P.I. identification on their persons, they ventured inside. Nice carpet covered the floor, and pretty glass shades covered the hall lights. They inquired of the woman at the front desk and asked her about the party. She told them about the flood of guests that poured in at 7 pm and then left between 9 pm and midnight. None of them had brought children, and there was no sign of Scarlet. Arden was trying to figure out how the girl was smuggled out. She walked down the long, massively wide corridors to the Swan Conference Hall. As she suspected, the event staff had cleaned the place of all tables and chairs. It was just a massive room with unique light fixtures on the ceiling. Arden hiked around it once, but that was more for good measure than to find anything specific. She tried to imagine where the girl was sitting in hopes to map out her route out of the room.

      The security cameras had already captured it. It showed her leaving while her parents chatted. Arden traced Scarlet’s path out into the hall while Joe passed through the door to the emergency stairs. Arden eventually passed into the emergency stair shaft and looked down at the stairs descending down six flights and going up four. Without the camera working, the kidnapper—if there was one—could've gotten out at any floor they wished. All they needed was some way to hide the girl. Arden and Joe headed to the top and found the roof access door locked. On her way back down, she asked the hotel manager if any of his employees were under investigation. The man replied yes but reassured her that they didn’t do it. Nonetheless, Arden convinced him to unlock the roof for her. Arden and Joe walked around. There was a second exterior flight of stairs that went down, but it ended at a raised ladder. If the abductor had taken that route, he’d either have had to drop fifteen feet or find a way to pull the ladder back up without causing a scene.

      “Whoever took her either tampered with the tapes or hid,” Joe said.

      “Yep,” Arden agreed. “I’m more concerned with the who than the how.”

      With nothing to gain from the Hyatt, they drove to the Gales house. It was in a wealthy area in Atlanta. The house was modern, perhaps built within the last decade, but took a lot of influences from the Antebellum era.

      Joe shielded his eyes with his hand. “Just think about all the money they made off of their daughter. This alone is at least a two-million-dollar home.”

      Walking past the expertly trimmed hedges and rose bushes, Arden rang the doorbell. The paint was a coral pink color. It had a nice wood finish and a porch with roses carved into the trimming. Arden imagined Gracie had worked hand in hand with the architect and gotten just what she wanted.

      The Gales opened the door and invited them inside. The interior had massive TV posters and family portraits on the walls. There were flower vases on different side tables and lampstands. A large white piano sat in the living room. There was another room that had a waxed floor. Arden imagined it was for dance lessons. The house had an art room, too. It was like each room was a different training center for Scarlet.

      Gracie led the investigators up the lavish staircase. It was white and glossy with a custom handrail etched with different flowers. They entered Scarlet’s bedroom. The girl lived like a princess. Everything was glossy white accented by a very light pink. She had a canopied bed. Her shoe and dress closet was nearly the size of Arden’s bedroom. Row after row of shoes seemed to extend forever. Arden feared touching the dresses after Gracie named the prices. Some were a few hundred dollars. One cost seven grand.

      “And she only wore it once,” Gracie remarked.

      Arden walked around the bed and slid her hand between the mattress, looking for a note or anything they girl might’ve tried to hid from her parents. “Did she ever have friends come over?”

      “Scarlet?” Gracie asked, almost shocked. “She gets to enjoy her peers when she’s at pageants and parties. There are a few gatherings we host here, but I try to keep the place clean. I don’t like her playing outside, either. She can’t afford to break something or get any scars. One on her face could ruin her entire career.”

      Arden could tell that the parents were still partly in denial about Scarlet’s disappearance. In many ways, she couldn’t blame them. After her own sister’s death, it took weeks before she could make sense of anything. It was just like she was a zombie wandering around, talking to police and reporters. The Gales had it worse. The news would probably be blasting the story everywhere soon if they had not already.

      Not finding anything around the bed, Arden checked the girl’s wardrobe and makeup desk. She looked at her bookshelf packed with classic plays from Shakespeare, playwrights, and greats dozens of hardback movie scripts. There was no sign of a diary. Gracie said that she wasn’t sure if Scarlet kept one.

      Arden inquired about the girl’s cell phone. She owned one, but her parents made sure she wasn’t texting. Gracie gave the investigators a history lesson on how dangerous cyberspace was and how it could derail the little girl’s career if something were to come out. It was the same with social media. Scarlet had all the big-name platforms, but every post was calculated to maximize viewership. There were millions of followers. Any one of them could’ve been waiting for her in that hallway.

      Joe asked if Scarlet had any stalkers.

      Gracie replied, “Check the list I gave you.”

      Arden eventually found some drawings at the bottom bin of Scarlet’s trashcan. They weren’t the best in the world, but still better than the average eleven-year-old. The drawings were of nature, birds, trees, and mountains. They made Arden smile. “She liked nature, huh?”

      Gracie seemed slightly perplexed. “I didn’t…” Suddenly, her face scrunched in on itself, and she started weeping.

      Joe turned to Arden with an alarmed look.

      Arden put aside the pictures and stood.

      “I’m such a bad mom,” Gracie wailed. Snot and tears rolled down her face.

      Arden didn’t speak. She just gave the woman a hug and let her cry into her shoulder. It wasn’t the pretty crying you’d see on TV. The woman’s face was cherry red and ugly. Her perfect mascara was streaming everywhere.

      She bawled and slobbered all over Arden’s shoulder. “I just wanted to give her the perfect life. Not like me. She had to be better. I wanted to make her better.”

      “It’s okay,” Arden replied softly, rubbing the woman’s back.

      Gracie bawled harder. “I never had the chances she had. My parents hated acting. They never let me go to beauty pageants or auditions. It was all fantasy was what my father used to say.”

      Arden kept holding her.

      Joe watched in silence.

      Gracie continued, “Scarlet wasn’t going to be like that. She was going to live her dream.”

      As much as Arden hated to say it, she said. “Was it really her dream?”

      Gracie cried more than Arden had ever seen anyone, and she’d dealt with a lot of broken people.

      Arden held her tight.

      Through her brokenness, Gracie said, “I just want her to come home. Even if she never acts again. I just want her to come home.”

      Arden wanted to make her a promise. She wanted to say that the little girl would get home without a single bruise. But there was real evil in this world. At a loss for what to say, she silently asked her Creator. Feeling like she got a download, but not one hundred percent sure, Arden said, “God is your strength.” Arden repeated it again and then held the woman until she was completely spent of tears.

      They sat on the corner of Scarlet’s bed. Arden had her arm around Gracie’s shoulder as the woman rested her head on Arden’s shoulder. They both looked straight ahead but at nothing in particular. Joe didn’t say anything. Arden silently prayed, asking the Lord to comfort the woman.

      Gracie sniffled. “I’m a horrible person, aren’t I?”

      “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of,” Arden replied.

      Gracie finally stood and wiped her face with the top of her arm. It was completely unladylike, but she was beyond caring.

      Arden stood in front of her.

      Suddenly, Gracie gave her another hug. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

      Arden hugged her back. “This world says to be strong, but that’s only putting a Band-Aid over a lethal wound. Call to Jesus. He’ll take care of it.”

      Gracie kept hugging her. She didn’t say anything. Arden could tell the woman was about to fall asleep. Without much more to gain from the house, Joe and Arden decided to head back to the office. They started with Gracie’s list and started making phone calls. Half of the people didn’t pick up, and the rest had already talked to the police. Going over the list, most of the people were part of the film production and were at the party. A lot of them had alibis and were just as discombobulated that their starlet was gone. After all, no Scarlet meant no Broken Roses.

      Arden spent a lot of the remaining daylight hours hunched over her computer. She researched the different members of the production, looking at their social media profiles and personal blogs. Some of them were into some New Age spiritualism and other agnostic beliefs. There was nothing blatantly condemning.

      It was near sunset when she got a call back from the producer, Garold Grey. He asked to video chat. Arden agreed and had Joe come into her office. His eyes were bloodshot from looking at the computer for so long.

      They sat next to each other with the view of the Atlanta skyline at their back as they waited for Garold to connect.

      He did, revealing his study. There was a 1930s typewriter next to him. Behind him was a shelf of trophies and a marble bust of an old man. He wore a necklace with a dotted T symbol on it. Across the walls were pictures of him standing next to Steven Spielberg and other A-List movie people. The room had rich, dark wood.

      Garold was a gray-haired man with soft blue eyes. He wore a sports jacket with pitched shoulders over a V-neck. He had an earring and a mellow vibe about him. Arden could tell the guy was a Hollywood guy.

      “Good evening, Investigators.”

      “You, too, Mr. Grey,” Arden replied. “Thank you for returning our call on such short notice.”

      “Things have been wild on my end,” Garold said. “My show is about to fall apart because this girl is gone. I have the network chewing me up, a director who is starting to look for other projects, and a screenplay writer that’s on a drinking binge.”

      Joe said, “Hey, at least the show had a good send-off.”

      Garold glared. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

      “All I’m saying is that her becoming the heiress to the family estate leaves a lot of room for interpretation. The good kind, though,” Joe said.

      Garold sighed. “Sure, pal. Look, whatever I can do to find the girl, the better.”

      “Tell me about the night she went missing,” Arden said.

      “It was a good night. The food was good. The party had a great turnout. I’m sure you already know all about it.”

      “I want to hear your side of it,” Arden pressed.

      “I spent most of the time seated on the front left. About two tables down from Scarlet. I was invited on stage with her during the speech. I talked about the typical stuff. Even roasted the director a bit. Then we ate. I stayed around until 11 pm or so before heading out.”

      “Was Scarlet still in the room at that time?”

      “Yep, she was seated at the table while her parents socialized. Poor girl was bored out of her mind.”

      “Was there anything strange or off about that night?”

      “Same old, same old,” Garold replied.

      “Elaborate.”

      “Scarlet’s was either being shown off to somebody or bored alone,” Garold said. “Nothing was different.”

      “When you left that night, were you with someone?”

      “Yes. Some of our investors,” Garold said.

      “Where did you go?”

      “Am I a suspect?” Garold asked.

      “I don’t know yet,” Arden replied honestly.

      Garold took a deep breath. “I left the hotel and then met them on the street. They picked me up, and I enjoyed the house party. Their names are David Miles, Herney Blake, Tevin Smith, and Yusif Kapor.”

      Arden took note of the names. “Can I have their numbers?”

      Joe checked Gracie’s list. “They’re already on here.”

      Arden turned her attention back to the screen. “Garold, how did you leave the hotel?”

      “Out the front door,” Garold replied as if it were the most obvious question in the world.

      “Did you take the elevator or the stairs?” Arden asked.

      Garold paused for a moment. “Stairs. Why are you asking me this? Doesn’t the hotel have a camera?”

      “It does,” Arden replied. “Was there anyone that you saw treating Scarlet strangely? Maybe they looked at her for long periods of time or said strange things about her.”

      Garold shrugged. “I don’t know. There was this… Ah, never mind.”

      Arden straightened up her posture. “What?”

      “It’s nothing. Look, the last thing I want is to start a witch hunt,” Garold said.

      Joe said, “Just say it, Garold.”

      Garold hesitated for a moment. “Everyone at the party seemed solid, right?” he asked rhetorically. “Well, as the party started to wrap up, a stranger came into the room. I’m not talking about a caterer. I remember most faces. It’s part of my job. There was this guy that came in. I don’t know if he was one of the hotel guests or what, but he wore a suit and just waltzed right in as people were leaving. It was almost like he was a ghost.”

      “What did he do?” Arden asked.

      Garold shrugged. “He took a lap around the room and left.”

      That puzzled Arden. “Why?”

      “I can’t say, but that’s what I saw,” Garold said.

      Arden took in the information. Joe asked Garold about the rest of the night. Garold didn’t have photo evidence, but he said that the other guys would vouch for him.

      After their talk, Arden contacted the police. She inquired about the case, told them of her involvement with the investigation, and asked to see the video footage. The detective in charge told her how she had to pass through the right legal channels and yada, yada, yada.

      “Look,” Arden said, after linking the detective to a certified website and showing her credentials. “We’re both on the same side here. This is about a little girl’s life. If you’re worried I’m going to steal the glory, trust me, I don’t want it. So can you just send over the footage?”

      After ten more minutes of useless chatter, the detective finally allowed her to see it. Arden and Joe got dinner after they picked up the hard drive. Arden missed her Macon detective buddies, Kovac and Dawkins. After rescuing Joe’s daughter, Arden had gotten pretty close to them. They understood the idea of breaking a few rules to save lives. Unfortunately, the Atlanta cops didn’t see Arden as one of them yet.

      After eating, they returned to the office and plugged in the hard drive. Arden yawned as she watched the single-camera room play out in fast-forward throughout the whole day. She got to the part where the party started. She played it on mute. Finally, people started to leave, and just as Garold had described, a man in a suit entered. He slipped in through a group of people leaving and was even smart enough to grab their champagne flute.

      By how far away from the frame he was, it was pretty obvious why the police hadn’t seen him. Arden almost missed him herself. He walked through the room and walked out. Arden rewound it and watched it again. She paused the footage just as the suspect had clearly glanced over at Scarlet.

      Was this her abductor?
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      The blue 1993 Lincoln Town Car sat just out from under the streetlight’s orange bloom. Rust spotted the vehicle’s bulky frame. Its headlamps were dirty, and there was a scratch running the length of the driver's side.

      Seated in the darkness of the pulled-back seat, Arden watched the low-income home. A black cap covered Arden’s head. She wore a black jacket, black pants, and black shoes. She also had a bandana around her neck that she would use to conceal her face when the time came. Joe sat next to her. He was dressed in black as well. He spied down the quiet street. The houses were single-story with about the same amount of lawn space. Dingy streetlights spotted the cracked sidewalk. In the distance, a dog barked. Police sirens sounded somewhere far away.

      Arden used her night-vision binoculars to examine the house. It had a small porch with two pillars and a screen door that was peeling back. It had taken Arden a few hours to find the place. She started by learning the identity of the mysterious man via running it through a facial recognition program. Was Arden legally allowed to own such software? Not in the slightest, but years ago, she pulled some strings with the Macon police, paid in cash, and kept it on a laptop that she rarely used at her home. Through no one could track her, she didn’t want to be known for having it. It turned up the name Marcus Hollenberg, who was charged with stalking another childhood star four years ago. The man worked at the local FedEx, but when Arden talked to the boss, he had called in sick a day ago and hadn’t been seen since. Arden planned on tipping off the police, but she wanted to get into his house first. As a private investigator, she had strict legal rules she had to abide by. Nevertheless, she was not under as much direct scrutiny as the police.

      After watching the house for an hour and not seeing any movement or any of the lights turn on, Arden knew it was time to move. Concealing her face with the bandana, Arden got out of the Town Car and power-walked across the street. Joe, holding a pry bar close to himself, did the same.

      They moved around the side of the house and vaulted over the short chain-link fence. Keeping close to the wall, they slipped around the back of the building. They reached the back door and found it to be locked. Not wanting to spend time picking the lock, Joe headed to the nearest window. At six-four, he was tall enough to put leverage on the pry bar without issue. As he worked to get the window up, Arden played the part of the watch guard. A cool spring breeze rustled the cloth bandana.

      The wood window frame made an eeeeeeee sound as it started to snap open. Arden glared at Joe. He paused for a moment… then he kept prying. The noise only grew louder.

      A dog barked.

      Arden quickly turned to the neighbor’s yard.

      A massive Great Dane rushed at Arden but was stopped by the wooden fence. It barked viciously and started to dig. Its paws worked quickly as Joe kept prying. More dogs started barking, and soon it seemed the whole neighborhood had turned into a chorus of barking dogs.

      Snap! The window opened. Arden climbed in first and then Joe. They shut the window just as the neighbor stepped out of the back door. He was a dark-skinned man wearing boxers and holding a shotgun. He scanned the area for a moment, yelled at his dog to shut it, and then returned inside.

      Pulling out tiny MAG lights, Arden and Joe glanced around the bathroom. It smelled moldy. The shower curtain had ominous dark stains, and there was a yellow streak in the tub along with hair in the drain. Across the sink were more little curly hairs.

      Joe led the way. He stepped into the hallway, keeping his light aimed at the floor. He knew Marcus wasn’t home, but he didn’t want to attract the cops. The living room had a massive shelf of DVDs, a futon, and a computer gamer desk setup. Old pizza boxes and takeout containers were strewn about the coffee table. There was a growing mound of dirty clothes that reeked of sweat. Posters of various models hung on the wall. Arden saw yellow mold in the corners of the room. Joe headed to the computer while Arden walked through the house. The kitchen was worse than the living room. There were dishes in a dirty pile in the sink. Flies crawled across the leftover food that had hardened. Inside the fridge were spoiled milk, Monster energy drinks, and a stained Tupperware container. Arden opened it and gagged. There was a literal rat inside of the container that had experienced intense blunt force trauma. Arden snapped a picture with her small camera.

      Arden moved through the kitchen and into the man’s room. The bed was a mess and looked like it hadn’t been slept in for a day or two. There were more dirty clothes, and Arden had the luxury of having a fat roach scurry over her shoe. She searched the man’s closet and his dresser drawer. There was a box of 9mm ammo but no weapon present. Arden had to assume the man was armed. Next to a pack of cigarettes, a mint wrapper, and a few loose coins was a matchbox next to a lampstand. The matchbox had the words “Smoking Pig” and the cartoon of a hog lounging next to a hookah pipe. Arden checked in the drawer and found a pile of these things. It looked like Marcus was a local.

      Arden returned back to the living room.

      Joe was hunched over the desk. He had a password encryption reader. The password was only five characters. Marcus wasn’t very smart with his online security. Joe sifted through his pictures, finding a lot of stills from Scarlet’s show, but nothing condemning. Joe checked his search history, finding different movie news sites and other music links. The man had a lot of pirated TV as well.

      Arden showed Joe the matchbox.

      Joe nodded.

      He shut off the computer and put the chair back how it was. They returned to the bathroom and left out the window. Thankfully, the dogs had calmed down, and they were able to get to their car without a problem. Putting away their disguises, they drove to the Smoking Pig. It was a sleazy hookah bar on the same street as two cheap motels, several more bars, a strip club, and a liquor store. Arden imagined she could indulge in any vice she wanted just on these two blocks. Unsurprisingly, the sidewalks and allies were loaded with people. Just pulling up to park, Arden spotted three drug deals and a prostitute getting into a man’s car.

      “God, I love humans,” Joe said and got ready to go into the cesspit of an environment.

      Arden stepped out. She didn’t wear any makeup and kept her attire very reserved. Her goal was to draw as little attention as possible. Down a dark alley, Arden saw a group of thugs discussing something next to an open trunk. Tattoos painted their skin. Metal teeth glistened under the streetlight.

      Arden and Joe flashed their ID to the bouncer and headed inside. She checked her watch. It was nearly 2 am. The wide room was packed. Multiple colored lights flickered and reflected on a few walls of foggy glass. There were dozens of tables with hookah pipes on them. A haze hovered in the room. Loud music snuffed out most sound. Arden and Joe made their way up to the bar and claimed two stools that had the best view of the massive room.

      The bartender, a skinny man with leathery skin and fedora, offered them drinks. Arden got a Coke. Joe got the cheapest beer. They casually scanned their surroundings. Not seeing Marcus, Arden turned her attention to the bartender. “I’m looking for Marcus.”

      The bartender topped off her glass. “Sorry. I don’t keep track of a lot of the patrons’ names.”

      Arden sipped her drink. She looked at the bartender flirtatiously. “That’s a shame. I was going to thank Marcus for the other night.”

      The bartender smirked and shook his head.

      Arden gestured for him to lean in, and he did so. Arden whispered into his ear. “You sure you can’t help a girl out?”

      “All right, lovely. You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

      Joe slid over a hundred-dollar bill. When the bartender went to grab it, Joe kept the bill pinned to the table.

      The bartender frowned. “You might be the first person ever to pay money to see that rat.”

      Joe grinned. “I gotta look out for my girl.”

      The bartender looked over to Arden. “He’s in the back. Be gentle, okay? He’s a recurring customer.”

      Joe let go of the money. The two of them headed to the back hallway. A bouncer guarded the door. The bartender nodded at him, and he let Joe and Arden through. As they passed through the threshold, the thugs from the alley entered the front door. Something about them gave Arden a bad feeling. There were six of them. Arden kept moving ahead and stepped into the back of the Smoking Pig. There were a number of small rooms with private parties drinking and smoking. Arden reached the threshold of one and saw her target.

      Marcus, a genuinely unassuming white man, sat in a half-circle booth with a small table in front of him. He wore the same suit he’d had on since the party at the Hyatt, only it was wrinkled. Seated closely next to him were two women that were practically falling out of their clothes. They looked bored out of their minds. Marcus smoked the hookah and breathed out dragon breath. Oh, and he also wore sunglasses inside.

      Arden stepped into the little cubby.

      Marcus glanced up at her. “Booth’s taken.”

      “I was wondering if we could join you,” Arden said as Joe stepped in next to her.

      Joe looked menacing with his creased forehead, sharp eyebrows, and full black beard.

      “Who are you? Her brother?” Marcus mocked.

      One of the girls with him sized Joe up. “I like him.”

      Marcus glared at her. “Did I say you can speak?” He turned back to Arden and Joe. “What do you want? Make it quick.”

      Arden looked at the girls. “Could you girls step outside for a moment?”

      Joe’s intimidating look was enough to get them to get up and quickly abandon Marcus.

      Marcus cursed, “Are you kidding me?”

      He leaned back in the booth with his arms spread out over the back rim. “Okay, you have my attention. What do you want?”

      “You seem calm,” Joe said, looming over the man.

      Marcus shrugged.

      Arden removed a picture of Scarlet. “You recognize her.”

      Marcus glanced over. “Yeah, that’s the girl from… uh, you tell me. Who are you, and why are you here?”

      Joe smiled scarily. “We ask the questions.”

      “I don’t—”

      Joe approached the man.

      Marcus’s confident posture fell apart. He put both of his hands together nervously. “Okay, geez.”

      “The girl, Marcus,” Arden repeated. “What about the girl.”

      Marcus didn’t make eye contact. “She’s from that Civil War show.”

      “That Civil War show?” Joe said back in a condescending manner. “I think it's more than that to you.”

      Arden put a hand on her hip. “You saw Scarlet two nights ago.”

      Marcus’s face went pale. “You’re crazy. Both of you. Get out of my booth before I get the bouncer.”

      “Where is she, Marcus?” Joe asked.

      “How should I know?” Marcus replied.

      Arden walked up to him. “Because you saw her at the post-Emmy party. The one you snuck into. Sound familiar?”

      Marcus turned as white as a ghost. “Okay,” he mumbled. He turned his fearful gaze up to Joe. He tried his best to stay strong. “You want to talk. We’ll talk. But not here.”

      Marcus stood. Joe glanced back at Arden, waiting to see her next move. She opened her mouth to speak when she saw Marcus’s hand quickly reaching into the back of his pants.

      “Joe—” Arden called out just as Marcus pulled out a stun gun and jammed it into Joe’s torso.

      He let out a gurgle as the taser sent a jolt throughout his body. He crumbled to the floor while Marcus held it against him. Arden quickly rushed around the flank. Marcus dashed over the table and rushed into the hall. Arden chased after him and slammed him into the hallway wall. The loud music muted the tussle as Arden took the man’s wrist holding the stun gun and bent it up his back. He shouted. “Help! Help!”

      The bouncer turned Arden’s way. She froze for a second, giving Marcus just enough time to bust out of her lock. He rushed down the hall and out the emergency exit. Arden rushed after him. She hit the door just as it fell shut and stumbled onto the back alley. Marcus ran at full speed. Arden followed after him, gaining yard after yard. Marcus glanced back and tripped over a trash bag. It was enough of a lag that Arden was able to tackle him to the ground. They both crashed on the asphalt. Marcus’s stun gun skipped across the alley floor and away from view. Arden quickly positioned herself to have a knee planted on his back, another hand twisting his arm, and the final hand pressing the man’s face into the ground.

      “Why were you at the party, Marcus?”

      Marcus fought against her grip. Arden tried her best to keep him pinned, but he was still a man. “You’re hurting me.”

      Arden pushed his arm up more. Marcus grunted in pain as he hammered his other fist into Arden’s thigh. “Tell me why you were there, or do you want the cops to come?”

      “Let me go,” Marcus said.

      Arden put on more pressure until his entire body was quaking in an attempt to break free.

      “Okay, okay, I—”

      “Marcus.”

      Arden turned back at the sound of the unknown voice. Six silhouetted thugs stood at the threshold of the alley.

      “Oh no,” Marcus said.

      Arden didn’t move. She waited for the thugs to speak.

      One of them stepped toward Arden. “Our friend Marcus has been a bad boy.”

      “Get me out of here,” Marcus pleaded to Arden. “Please. For the love of God.”

      Arden kept Marcus pinned and said to the strangers, “This doesn't have to do with you.”

      The leader was a bald man with large muscles and a teardrop tattoo. Snakes, cranes, and other creatures were painted all up and down his arms. He said to Arden, “Marcus owes us a lot of money—that makes him ours. We want to collect. You don’t want to be part of that.”

      Arden stared down the thugs. “This man stinks of a felony. That’s something none of you want to be part of. Walk away.”

      The lead thug took a step forward. “Lady, this is your last warning.”

      As the final word left his mouth, Joe burst out of the bar. His haggard face had gained twenty years from the tasing. Panting, he glanced at Arden and Marcus and then at the thugs. A perplexed expression flashed over his face.

      “Go inside,” one of the thugs threatened. He used a lot more expletives than that.

      The thug approached him.

      Joe’s feet stayed planted.

      Meanwhile, the thug leader walked Arden’s way, forcing her to make an impossible choice. The first was to stand up and confront the man like Joe was doing, but that would allow Marcus to escape. The other option was to stay on Marcus, but that left her wide open for an attack.

      Suddenly, the lead thug put his hand on Arden’s shoulder. “Get off.”

      Arden quickly jabbed him in the balls. It was just enough for Marcus to get away. Arden fell on her back. Marcus took off, running down the alley. Two of the six thugs ran after him. Arden was tempted to go too when she saw three of them go after Joe. The leader of the little posse went to stop Arden by grabbing her wrist. Arden quickly refused his touch and told him to back off.

      She started to run after Marcus when suddenly the thug grabbed the back of her jacket and pulled her back to him. The moment Arden was close, she twisted back and punched the guy in the throat. He nearly lost his balance. Arden gave him a powerful left hook and watched him stumble. She punched him again and ran after Marcus. That provoked the thug’s anger. Thankfully, Joe was there to stop them. He grabbed one and slammed him into the next. The third thug tried to knock Joe out with a hit, but Joe dodged it and sent a right hook. He gave the guy another quick but powerful hit.

      Arden stayed on course to catch the abductor. She wouldn’t be able to forgive herself if she didn’t. As she got nearer, one of the two men after Marcus turned back to Arden. “You just don’t quit.” He pulled out a retractable baton.

      Arden knew she was in a mess now.
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      The chase through the alley left Arden winded. It was like she was on a rollercoaster with countless twists and turns. She rounded the corner and hurdled over spilled trash.

      Marcus dipped through a hole in a fence.

      Arden passed under and entered into a parking lot.

      Behind her, two of the thugs spilled out of the fence’s hole.

      Arden kept running. Marcus tried different car doors on his way through the lot but didn’t find any that were unlocked. He reached the other fence at the end. It was about eight feet tall and with no breaches. He turned and ran down a skinny street instead.

      Arden glanced over her shoulder. The men chasing her were gaining speed. She needed a plan, but her mind was too locked on the chase to do any critical thinking. She’d have to trust her instincts and pray that the Lord would lead her down the right path.

      Marcus dashed out into the street as traffic zipped by on both lanes. That didn’t stop him from running. A car thumped his hip as it stopped. Marcus stumbled but kept running.

      Arden followed behind. She glanced both ways, seeing crowds on the sidewalks. They were pouring out of bars and nightclubs. Some of them had watched Marcus’s risky maneuver. Still running straight and not seeing another way to cross the street, Arden followed Marcus’s path. She weaved through the cars just as they started moving again. Horns blared. Obscenities were shouted at her. Arden reached the other side. The thugs trailing behind her didn’t attempt it. They tried to find an alternative path.

      Marcus ran around the back of the motel. Doused in sweat, Arden went after him as he tried to run into a small set of woods. Marcus’s sprint died into a weak jog. Arden was able to catch up. He ended his escape at a large oak tree. His back slammed into bark, and he panted like a tired dog. Headlights from the highway could be seen through the woods behind him.

      Marcus coughed and spat.

      Arden approached him. Her leg muscles burned. She rested her palms on her knees for a moment and wiped the sweat from her brow. The run was painful. Arden straightened up and took a few steps toward him.

      Marcus shook his head and said with a dry voice, “You’re crazy.”

      “What did you do with Scarlet?” Arden asked.

      “I told you. Nothing.”

      Arden pulled out her phone.

      “What are you doing?” Marcus asked.

      “Calling the police.”

      “What? No, I told you. I’m innocent,” Marcus argued.

      Arden pressed 9 on the number pad.

      Marcus shat himself. “I love Scarlet’s show, along with most of America. When I heard she would be in a public place, I wanted to see her.”

      Arden pressed 1.

      Tears welled in Marcus’s eyes. “I didn’t take her.”

      “Then who did?”

      “A monster,” Marcus replied. “Scarlet is perfect and beautiful and smart.” He cracked a smile.

      “She’s eleven years old,” Arden reminded him.

      “It’s just a number,” Marcus said.

      Arden’s stomach twisted.

      She pressed the second 1.

      Arden kept her eyes on the man as the dispatch officer answered the call.

      Marcus reached for a branch. Before Arden could open her mouth, the desperate man was swinging it at her. Unable to get out of the way, Arden did the only thing she could do. She held up her forearm and took the hit. The stick snapped and sent splinters flying. A powerful burst of pain exploded down her arm.

      Arden gasped. She could hear the 9-1-1 operator saying, “Ma’am. Ma’am? Are you all right?”

      Marcus jumped at her. Arden dropped the phone to defend herself, but she wasn’t ready for the man’s tackle. Her back slammed into the dirt. A gasp of air escaped her lungs. In a silent rage, the man grabbed Arden’s throat and squeezed. She felt her esophagus get pushed in. In desperation, Arden clawed at the man’s eyes. Her nails raked through the skin on his flesh. He howled in pain and squeezed tighter. The corners of Arden’s vision darkened. Her breath was completely cut off. She kicked violently, but the man had overtaken her.

      “Ma’am? Did you hear me?” the dispatch lady asked.

      In the corner of Arden’s vision, she saw a rock in the dirt. Seeing that her clawing technique wasn’t working, she reached for it. Her fingertips brushed against the smooth, cold stone. Marcus squeezed harder, and Arden fought with everything she had. However, the more she tried to stop him, the tighter he squeezed and the more breath Arden lost. She didn’t know how much time she had left. Her head screamed in pain as the oxygen was getting cut off. Dots filled what remained of her fading vision.

      With her last bit of energy, Arden shimmied over enough to take hold of the rock barely. She knew that if she didn’t stop Marcus now, she would meet her Creator. Arden wasn’t ready. Not with her sister’s death unsolved. Not with more murderers and rapists walking about. Arden didn’t just want to live. She needed to live.

      Her dirty finger clenched the rock. The corner of the cold stone drilled into the palm of her hand.

      Marcus glared at her. In the darkness, Arden could only see his shadowy silhouette and the whites of his unblinking eyes. His expression was cold and without emotion. What humanity was left of him had vanished, and all that remained was a primal beast killing its prey.

      Not today, Arden heard in her head. She couldn’t tell if it was her survival instincts or the voice of God. At the moment, all that mattered was that the rock she had grabbed was now slamming into the side of Marcus’s head.

      He cried out and fell off of her. Blood spilled from his busted head.

      Arden quickly scrambled across the forest floor away from him. She still saw dots in her vision. Every breath was agony.

      Marcus was on his hands and knees. Arden’s fingernails had created long cuts down his face. The blunt force from the rock had destroyed his left ear.

      Still breathless, Arden crawled to her phone. She didn’t remember the name of the hotel she’d run by, but she did remember the bar. “Across… street. Smoking Pig,” Arden said.

      Marcus used a low-hanging branch on the tree to stand up. “Screw you, woman.”

      One of his eyes was closed. One of his hands held his damaged ear. Blood leaked through his fingers. In the distance, two sets of footsteps approached. Arden glanced over and saw the two thugs.

      They paused for a moment. One chewed gum, the other one just stared.

      Marcus held out a finger to them. “Wait, guys—”

      One of the men walked up to him and punched him in the stomach. Marcus doubled over. The man grabbed Marcus by the throat and pinned him against the tree.

      The other thug walked up to Arden. She glared at him. He went to grab Arden. She swatted at him, but the last brawl had left her winded and weak. The man grabbed both of her wrists and started to drag her. Arden squirmed, but she didn't have much fight left in her.

      The one pinning Marcus said, “You’ve had a bad day, huh? So tell me, you paying up or are things only going to get worse? My girls ain’t free, and to see you around here again is just insulting.”

      “Please…” Marcus pleaded.

      The one pulling Arden took her farther away from the other one, but she didn’t like it. Arden screamed, but her voice was broken. Handprints bruised her neck.

      Sirens sounded from the unseen street. Red and blue flashing lights could be seen in the distance. The thug dragging Arden stopped. He said something in Spanish to his partner. The partner bickered back. As the sirens got louder, the guy pinning Marcus groaned. Knowing that he had to leave, he pulled something out of his pocket. Arden saw the glint of the switchblade in the moonlight. Arden tried to yell out, but she was too late. The thug struck Marcus’s gut and took off running. The thug following Arden ran, too, but not before saying. “If you tell anyone, we’ll kill you next.”

      Arden lay on the forest floor for a long moment. Marcus had slid to the base of the tree. He held his bloody stomach and grimaced. “God, help me,” he said.

      Arden was praying the same.

      She rolled herself to her belly and crawled over to the man.

      Marcus stared at her desperately with his one open eye.

      Arden, though her emotions were screaming no, placed her hand over his and applied pressure to the wound. She kept her eyes locked with Marcus. Though no words were spoken, if one of them broke each other’s grip, it would be over.

      “Why…?” Marcus asked.

      Arden wasn’t sure of the answer herself. Was it because she wanted to find Scarlet, perhaps? Maybe it was the plea of the man’s prayer? Or a demonstration of grace? Perhaps it was just understanding the man’s created value. Arden wasn’t really thinking. She was just acting and praying.

      Wielding large flashlights, a small group of cops entered into the woods and found the two of them. Arden wasn’t severely injured by enemies, but that didn’t stop her entire body from aching, partly from pain and partly from fatigue. The EMTs put Marcus on a gurney. They placed pads to stanch the bleeding.

      One of them said to Arden, “What you did might’ve saved his life.”

      Arden didn’t reply. Her attention was fixated on the sticky blood staining her hands. It was a strangely surreal feeling, knowing the blood wasn’t her own.

      The EMTs asked if she wanted to go to the hospital, but she turned them down. They insisted, but Arden wasn’t in the mood to spend the night on a patient bed. The cops took down her statement. She’d have to go to court to testify. Thankfully, the nightclub had cameras. It would’ve shown Marcus tasing Joe. Arden told them about her investigation and Marcus’s ties into Scarlet’s abduction. She also mentioned the thugs and described them by their tattoos. By the looks of it, the cops knew who she was talking about.

      “They’re just a couple of gangbangers. It’s been hard for us to pin anything on them, but this should work,” the cops said.

      Before the EMTs left, Arden asked them to take pictures of her neck and arms. She wanted there to be evidence as to what happened just in case the jury needed it.

      Joe gave her a call.

      “I was just thinking about you,” Arden said while rubbing her neck.

      “You good?” Joe asked.

      “Yeah… Police have Marcus,” Arden replied. “How are you?”

      “I survived. The thugs scattered when they heard I was P.I.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Outside the Smoking Pig. The authorities got my statement. Everything is cleared up,” Joe said.

      “Good,” Arden said. “I’m sure the Gales will be glad to hear about our progress.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be thrilled,” Joe said sarcastically.

      Arden started to walk back to the main street. “You don’t sound too excited.”

      “The girl is still missing. If she’s not in Marcus’s house, then where?” Joe asked.

      Arden stepped onto the sidewalk. A lot of rubberneckers gave her funny looks. She couldn’t help but imagine what she looked like. Leaves were in her hair. Dirt covered her clothes. She had bruises on her neck. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying. She walked with a limp from running too much. “That’s up to the police to find out,” Arden said.

      “So, you’re giving up?” Joe said judgmentally.

      “Our suspect is in the hospital, we have no other lead, and I just got the crap beaten out of me. As of now, we’re done,” Arden said. “I’ll see you at the car.”

      Arden hung up. She felt deep inside that there was probably more to this case than what was being presented. She wanted to push the extra mile and not give up until the girl was found, but one of the hardest things an investigator must know was when to let go. She’d done her part for now. It was time to rest.

      

      In the darkness of his private in-house theater, Charles Gales sat in his nice leather chair. The light from the motion picture illuminated off his cold face. On-screen, Scarlet Gales carried buckets of water into the horse stable. She fed them to mares on the perfectly recreated Antebellum-inspired set. Another actor entered the background of the picture. It was the enemy of Scarlet’s father from the TV show. Seeking vengeance, he found the girl alone and said, “Your daddy know you’re out here?”

      Charles sipped his scotch. The picture was muted, and there were no subtitles, but Charles knew every word by heart. His numbed expression showed no hint of the storm of thoughts raging in his mind. On-screen, he watched his daughter get taken by the man. The little girl fought tooth and nail. She grabbed ahold of the post as the man pulled at her.

      Behind Charles, a door opened.

      “Honey?” Gracie called out.

      Gracie walked up behind him. “It’s almost 3 am.”

      Charles took another sip.

      Gracie stared at the brutal scene playing out. It ended with the father arriving home and putting a bullet into the attacker before Scarlet was truly hurt. Only the battle wasn’t without cost. The man had managed to get a shot off on the father as well. His blood stained his daughter's hand as she sank to the barn’s dirt floor, surrounded by his horses, his pride and joy.

      Gracie sniffled.

      Charles stared at the screen, watching the girl’s fictional father die in complete silence. He went to take another sip when he felt Gracie’s soft touch on his hand. She took the glass from him and finished the rest.

      It wasn’t that Charles didn’t notice. He just didn’t care.

      Gracie turned his face to hers. “They got him. Okay. He’ll talk to the cops. She’ll be home soon.”

      “This isn’t a movie, Gracie,” Charles replied. “If she wasn’t in that house, then where? In the ground, maybe.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “We put everything into that girl,” Charles said. The drink had made him angry. “And then she has to go and run off. I can’t believe she could be so dumb.”

      “Charles, please—”

      Charles cut her off. “I don’t want to hear it, Gracie. You saw the footage. She left us and went straight to him. We made that girl a star. You know how many kids dream of that life? I’d say every little girl in America wants to be in the movies or on stage singing. We gave her the best education. There is no excuse.”

      Gracie choked up. “She’s just a little girl.”

      “She’s more than that,” Charles said. “And to make such a stupid mistake…” he fumed.

      Gracie knew that she wasn’t going to get him to go to bed. Her sorrow turned to hurt. “Then keep drinking. I’m sure that’ll bring her back.”

      Gracie turned to leave when Charles forcefully grabbed her wrist. She turned back to him with a look of defiance to hide her fear. “Let. Go.”

      Keeping his grip, Charles stood. Looking at her from the side, only half of his face was illuminated by the screen. The other half was black. Tension hung in the air for a long moment. And then Charles cast down his eyes in shame. He loosened his grip. “I just want her home, Gracie.”

      “I know,” Gracie whispered.

      “I don’t give two craps about the man who took her,” Charles said.

      He let go of her and shut his eyes for a moment. When he had collected himself, he looked at the handprint on her wrist but didn’t make any remark. He sat down on his chair and went back to watching the muted TV.

      Gracie anxiously bit into her lower lip until she felt copper. Not sure what to do with her conflicted husband, she slipped out of the room and made her way to the kitchen. She grabbed an open bottle of wine from the fridge. Once she set it down on the kitchen island, she cried a little bit. She’d been praying like never before, but with every hour she didn’t hear back from the police, the less she believed. If there were at least a ransom, then maybe things would be different.

      Not bothering to wipe away the tears, Gracie poured a glass of wine. She glanced around her large spacious house and felt trapped. The walls seemed to be closing in on her, and she was suddenly burning up. Not wanting to have a panic attack, Gracie quickly headed out of the back door and stared out into the dark backyard. She flipped on the switch, activating the outdoor lamps. They ran parallel along a forested path and to a little garden she had planted. It was a place where she and Scarlet would walk and rehearse various scenes.

      Gracie sipped her wine and decided to take a walk. The fresh air against her face felt like a touch of heaven, and for the first time in forever, she felt like she could just clear her thoughts. That was impossible, but here, at least she could imagine. As she walked down the illuminated trail, she imagined it was daylight and there were puffy white clouds ahead. She imagined that the trees, which were dark and shadowed by night, were bright and wrapped with colorful blinds. For a moment, it was like she was a child again. Her imagination took her somewhere beautiful, and whether it was fantasy or madness, she couldn’t care less. She was just happy to be alive.

      A bug bit her, thrusting her back into reality. She scratched her arm, not seeing where the pesky critter had gone. Up ahead, she saw the entrance to her garden and the oldest tree on the property. It was a tall oak tree that was fat and wide. Its branches were limber and strong. Its trunk had a slight twist to it. Gracie squinted. There was something on the trunk of the tree. She couldn’t make out what it was.

      With cautious steps, she trekked down the dirt trail to the small garden. It was fenced in to keep the animals out. There was no vegetation growing, but Gracie had invested a lot of money into flowers and shaped hedges.

      Her breath quickened as she saw what was on the tree, but she could barely believe her eyes. She opened the gate and stepped into the garden. Insects chirped around her. The wine glass fell from her hand. The dark red liquid splashed across the marigolds.

      She stopped at the foot of the old oak.

      Nailed onto its dark bark was Scarlet's red dress. It was tacked up like it was on display. There was a script for the Broken Roses pilot episode hammered into the heart of the dress.
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      Arden’s office was dead quiet. The sunset breached the blinds. It sent jail bars across Arden’s back and the faces of Charles and Gracie.

      The couple had the haggard appearance of walking corpses. Dark circles brushed under their deep hollow eyes. Their cheeks appeared to be sunken. They hadn’t bothered changing out of last night's clothes. There was about a foot and a half of distance between their two guest chairs. Joe lingered in the corner of the room. Shrouded in shadows, he held his steamy coffee mug and watched the couple with his intense eyes.

      Everyone in the room was exhausted.

      Purple brushes painted Arden’s neck and knuckles. When she looked into the mirror this morning, she had flashbacks of her sister’s body.

      Arden waited for the Gales to speak, but they were sleepwalking. Honestly, Arden was surprised they wanted to visit her in person after what they had discovered last night.

      Arden found true compassion and said, “I’m sorry.”

      It didn’t need explaining that she was wrong about Marcus. Was he a perv? Yes. Did he sneak into the party to spy on Scarlet? Yes. But while he was being toted off to the hospital, someone else nailed Scarlet’s dress to that tree. Maybe they had worked together? Arden couldn’t say. She wouldn’t have access to talk to Marcus while he was in police custody, and with the assault charges piled up against him, she wouldn’t see the guy until they were in court. If Arden still lived in Macon, she could pull some strings in the police department, but Atlanta was a different ball game. Arden was back to square one, and now that the girl had been gone for seventy-two hours, her chances of survival had greatly diminished. For the abductor to taunt her parents in the way he had, Arden knew she was dealing with a new caliber of evil. A passage of Scripture came to mind. “He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.” Arden chewed on it and fell into silent prayer.

      With red-rimmed eyes and a tinge of anger, Charles glanced up at Arden. “I want my daughter back.”

      Joe spoke up from the corner of the room. “We’ll continue to do our best.”

      Charles glared at him. “Name a price, and we’ll pay it.”

      Arden smiled sympathetically and reminded them, “The normal rate will still apply.”

      Gracie squeezed her handbag handle so tightly that her digits turned snow white. “We aren’t looking for normal.”

      “I think you’ve got the wrong idea about what we do around here,” Arden said cautiously.

      Charles glanced at their bruises. “No. You’re just the right people for the job.”

      Arden rubbed her neck self-consciously.

      Joe said nothing. Behind his thick beard and his intense brows, his expression was unreadable.

      Charles continued, “You proved you’re willing to go the extra mile last night. Gracie and I are willing to do anything it takes for you to go a mile further.”

      “We shouldn’t be having this discussion,” Arden said. If anyone found out about their vigilante tactics, it would be over for Arden.

      Joe stepped out of the shadows. Putting one hand on the top of Arden’s chair, he studied the Gales with intensity. The couple looked back at him, unashamed that their perfect facade was broken. “I see myself in your eyes. I had the same drive to save my own daughter.”

      “What happened?” Charles asked.

      “I found her… And the guy who took her.”

      “She’s alive?” Gracie asked.

      Joe nodded seriously. “We can get your girl back, too. No reservations, but it’ll cost you.”

      “Joe,” Arden said through her teeth.

      He ignored her.

      Gracie pulled out her checkbook. “We’ll do it.”

      “No checks,” Joe said. “Cash only. As we discussed in our first meeting, we’ll need full transparency.”

      “You’ll have it,” Charles said.

      Gracie downcast her eyes. “We trust you, investigators, more than the police.”

      The comment threw Arden for a loop. “You never mentioned the police being an issue before.”

      “Last night, they made jokes about my daughter as they took down her dress,” Gracie said. “Besides, if they were as competent as they said they were, they would be on this case wholeheartedly, yet I only see a few officers.”

      “Let’s talk shop,” Joe said to Charles. “We go 110 percent to find this girl. You pay in cash deposits. Big bills work. Also, you don’t come here in person again until we say so. That make sense?”

      “Yeah,” Charles said.

      “One last thing,” Joe said. “If anyone asks about our arrangement, you don’t mention this. Understand?”

      “I do,” Charles said. He opened his briefcase and pulled out the pilot script. He put it on Arden’s desk. “It’s not the same one that was nailed to the tree, but it should be the same draft.”

      Arden flipped through the pages. It was sixty-six pages long.

      Gracie got up and was ready to leave.

      Arden stopped them. “How did you know we go the extra mile? It couldn’t have just been the bruises.”

      “Your friend at the department told us,” Charles replied. “He said we could count on you.”

      The Gales exited, and the door fell shut behind him.

      Derrick had set her up. She’d have words with him, but first...

      Arden glared at Joe. “It's one thing to push the envelope when we’re working in private; it's another thing to broadcast it to make a buck. When was this ever about money, huh?”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I have a family that needs food and tuition,” Joe replied.

      Arden shook her head in disbelief.

      “I’m going to find their girl, as promised. I'm not a soulless bastard. This isn’t a con. It’s called being smart,” Joe said.

      “If things go south and we get caught, it's going to bring us both down. Your daughter and grandson won’t have anywhere to go,” Arden said.

      The two of them stood off for a moment.

      Without saying a word, Joe opened up the script and started reading. Arden knew this argument wasn’t going to go anywhere. Joe had his mind set, and she knew firsthand how reckless he could be.

      They moved on from the petty disagreement. Arden knew that she would probably have to resort to more extreme measures now that the girl had been gone for so long, but she would have preferred to do it without making it a bigger deal than it needed to be.

      Going back to the case at hand, Arden had to figure out why the abductor had left the dress and the script. Her first idea was that it was a giant middle finger to the parents. But that answer didn’t satisfy Arden. There had to be a motive. Of course, in this world, there was such a thing as madmen who acted without cause, but the thing about madmen was that in their minds, they are sane. So what message was the abductor trying to tell the Gales? Unless the Gales were never the intended audience. It could be for the police as well. Arden didn’t know.

      Joe flipped through the pages of the script.

      “Tell me about the pilot,” Arden said.

      “It starts at the cusp of the Civil War. Scarlet’s character watches her father and brother get ready for war while the women prepare to take over the house duties. We get to see the lives of the slaves as they plan to use the moment the masters leave to revolt. Meanwhile, the brothers are torn because one supported the Union and the other the Confederacy. Scarlet is caught having to figure it out.”

      “Doesn’t really sound like my cup of tea,” Arden replied.

      “Once you see it, you’ll understand,” Joe said. “The set design is impeccable.”

      That gave Arden an idea.

      “What if we visited the set?”

      “I’m sure Charles or Gracie can get us in.”

      They called the Gales. As per their agreement, they were transparent with the address of the studio and made calls to the people in charge to get Arden and Joe inside.

      It was around 11 am when they finally got access to the backlot. It was a sunny Georgia day. The atmosphere was humid, but the spring air was cool. The name tag on the guard's chest read, “Manny.”

      Arden started by asking him about the last days Scarlet was here. He told them that they were taking a few months off for pre-production, and Scarlet hadn’t been in any scenes for two months.

      “Did you suspect someone trying to be more familiar with Scarlet or anyone you were suspicious of?”

      “Everyone loved Scarlet,” Manny replied. “She was constantly surrounded by fanfare. No one I knew would ever want to harm her.”

      “Was there anyone that arrived on the set asking to see her?”

      Manny chuckled. “All of the time. Paparazzi and die-hard fans. I made sure they never got past the gate.”

      Joe, being the driver today, pulled up and parked in the lot. The set was home to three studios. Most of their filming happened on locales throughout the state. Nevertheless, the television studio had a few shows being filmed here.

      Joe asked a few of the workers where they shot most of Scarlet’s scenes. That was inside Studio Building 3. They walked inside and saw the plywood backs of most of the interior scenes. It became evident that they shot every scene of the show’s famous plantation house inside of this studio.

      Joe handed off the script to Arden. A different security guard kept an eye on them as they walked through. He was a new hire and had never seen Scarlet in person.

      Arden stepped into the living room. Dust had started to gather on the various props. A small smile tugged on the corner of Joe’s lips. He was having a field day being here.

      Arden flipped through the script. It was surprisingly dense. Most screenplays had very taut action lines and character descriptions, but this writer had gone into great detail with character descriptions and historical facts. From what Derrick told Arden on her drive over, the police were already investigating him. But there was very little tying him to Scarlet’s disappearance. He wasn’t even in the state at the time. Arden read through the script as she walked through the recreation of the 19th-century home. The placement of nearly every article of furniture and prop was listed in great specificity in the screenplay. It was surreal to walk through the exact room, just the way she had imagined it in her head. Even the floral pattern on the love seat was just how the writer had described it.

      Arden glanced up to Joe as he poked at the old grandfather clock. “How often does the furniture play a part in the story?”

      Joe glanced over his shoulder. “Not much actually. It's more to immerse the viewer.”

      They walked into Scarlet’s room. From the dusty books to the oil lantern, everything was placed in a perfectly cluttered way that both felt authentic and lived-in. It was almost like Arden could smell the fireplace by its design. She noticed a large wardrobe, a dollhouse that was identical to the plantation’s appearance, and a partly-opened clothes trunk.

      Arden flipped through the script until she found the first page that described the girl’s room. It was almost half a page worth of description. In the middle of the paragraph was the description of the dollhouse. It described the placement of one doll on the balcony and another inside.

      Arden noticed that the dolls were identical, as described in the script.

      The script also described Scarlet’s room where “He watches over her.” There was no context in the paragraph description that explained who “he” was.

      “Joe,” Arden said.

      Her partner turned away from studying the set and walked over to the script.

      Arden pointed out the section. “Who’s he?” Arden asked.

      “Don’t know,” Joe said. “Most of the scenes in Scarlet’s room take place between her and her mother.”

      “It just seems strange to put that in there.” Arden walked over to the dollhouse and examined the inside of its various rooms. Instead of the upstairs bedroom, she found a miniature recreation of the girl’s bedroom. Crouching down, Arden shined a flashlight around the room. She found an image of a dark figure painted just above the bed. It was like a silhouette of sorts. Just looking at it gave Arden chills.

      “Fancy something?” a voice said behind them.

      Arden quickly turned.

      The man standing at the foot of the room was more a flamboyant type. He wore a turtleneck and had a bald head. He was skinny and short with round glasses.

      “Arden Briar,” Arden introduced herself.

      “Joe Carmon,” Joe added and shook his hand. “We’re investigators looking into Scarlet’s disappearance.”

      After taking his hand back from Joe, the man squeezed hand sanitizer into his palm. “Terrance Wing. I’m the lead set designer for Broken Roses.”

      Arden stood. “You put all of this together?”

      “My staff and I did, yes. It’s part of our job description. What can I do to assist you two?” Terrance asked.

      Joe gestured to the dollhouse. “You constructed this?”

      “Me and a few others...,” Terrance said, unsure where this line of questioning was going.

      Arden said, “Are you aware of the image planted inside of the model Scarlet’s room?”

      Terrance shook his head. Arden invited him over to take a look at it. Terrence peeked inside of the miniature replica of the mansion. His eyes went wide, and he cursed under his breath. Arden and Joe braced themselves behind him, just in case he did something drastic.

      “I’ve never seen that,” Terrance said.

      “Were you in charge of building the dollhouse?” Joe grilled.

      Terrance hesitated. “Some of it. It's hard to tell. Many of these props were built in pre-production during the first season. Any one of our freelance workers could have added it, or anyone could have put it in there.”

      Arden crossed her arms. “Where were you the night of Scarlet’s disappearance?”

      “What night was that?”

      “Three days ago,” Joe said.

      Terrance looked Joe in the eye. “I was at home with my cat.”

      “Do you have anyone to back that up?” Joe pressed.

      Terrance replied, “No. Not really. Are you accusing me of taking that girl? You’re not the police. You can’t do that. I’ll sue if I have to.”

      Arden cracked a smile. “I think you misunderstood us. We’re not after a witch hunt; we’re just trying to get the facts. Scarlet is in a very scary place right now, and we want to cover our bases. Is that understandable?”

      Terrance’s face was red. “As long as your brutish partner isn’t accusing me of crimes I didn’t commit, absolutely.”

      “If you can, tell us about this figure in the dollhouse,” Arden replied. “It may not seem like it, but we’re actually on your side.”

      Terrance mumbled sarcastically under his breath, “I believe that.”

      Arden tried her best to keep the bridge from burning. “Is this image, which appears to be sinister and foreboding in nature, part of the original set design as the script listed?”

      “Not that I know of,” Terrance said.

      Joe opened the script and pointed to the passage. “Who is he?”

      “Huh,” Terrance said as he looked at it. “I’ve never noticed that before.”

      Arden nodded. The man, though harboring an attitude, appeared to be telling the truth. She asked if anything else like this had been seen around the set.

      Terrance denied the claim and added, “And if it is on anything else, it wasn’t done by me.”

      “What about your peers? Have any one of them expressed interest in the occult or similar dark arts?” Arden asked.

      It seemed like it had come out of left field, but Arden had a good basis for asking it. The occult, though usually working in the shadows for the past few decades, was much more accepted nowadays. She actually saw a few cars driving with an inverted cross as their bumper sticker. In a city like Atlanta, that wasn’t out of the ordinary. Nevertheless, Arden opposed the occult for the obvious reasons. It wasn’t that she hated them, after all, she was called to love those who hated her, but she couldn’t find any reason to support the worship of her enemy. Back to the question, Arden asked again. “Or any other strange religious sects?”

      Terrance chuckled.

      “This isn’t a joking matter,” Joe said.

      Terrance replied. “I’m not mocking you. It’s just the timing of all this.”

      Arden and Joe exchanged looks. This could be good.

      Terrance continued. “You ever seen the movie Eyes Wide Shut?”

      “Kubrick?” Joe replied.

      The only movie Arden was familiar with was The Shining, and she hadn’t watched that in years.

      “Well, there are these rumors that certain parties like that still happen,” Terrance said. “A good friend of mine—he doesn’t work in this studio—has heard rumors about it.”

      “Tell me about these parties,” Arden asked.

      “I can’t vouch for them, but from what I heard, they aren’t for the faint of heart,” Terrance said. “It’s like a costume party, mixed with orgies and all sorts of deviant behavior. I don’t know what that has to do with what you found in the dollhouse, but that’s the only thing I can relate to the occult or some form of it.”

      “Do these parties happen often?” Arden asked.

      Terrance shrugged. “There’s a chance they don’t happen at all.”

      Joe glanced around the room. “You stuck to the script with everything that was designed. Why?”

      “That’s what I was told to do,” Terrance replied. “Most projects I work on come with more creative freedom. This was an exception. We were asked to follow the script to a tee. In some ways, it saved us a lot of trouble. In other ways, it wasn’t as fun. Still, I can’t disregard the success of the design.”

      “Did Scarlet seem happy here?” Arden asked.

      Terrance shrugged. “I never really spent too much time looking after her. I don’t believe I ever spoke to her once. When she was on set, I was usually off somewhere. We had conflicting schedules.”

      “Did anyone you worked with ever say anything about Scarlet that might have sounded obsessive or strange?” Arden asked.

      Terrance shook his head. “Nope, and I’m not about to answer more of these questions without a lawyer present.”

      Arden chewed the inside of her lip. She needed solid evidence, not more he said/she said. Joe suggested that Terrance stay with them as they walked through the set again. The man agreed. His offense had started to dwindle when Arden stopped directing questions at him. Instead, they walked through the set and compared everything that aligned with the script. After the nearly two-hour search, they found no other strange symbols like what was in the dollhouse.

      After talking to a few more staff members and learning nothing of importance, Arden and Joe decided to head back to the office.

      Joe drove. Arden kept the script open on her lap. She had a pensive look on her face.

      Joe glanced over to her. “What?”

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Arden said.

      “Trust facts over feelings,” Joe replied.

      “I know,” Arden agreed. “But when I look at this picture, it just… it makes me feel sick.”

      “You think that the abductor drew that in?” Joe asked.

      Arden shrugged. “It's impossible to know at this point.”

      Joe ended her sentence, “But you want to go deeper.”

      Arden thought on it. Her most valuable resource when dealing with a missing person case was time. If she invested too much of it into following the wrong lead, it could spell death for the individual she pursued. She needed to be careful. Three days since the girl had been reported missing put her in a critical position. She had to choose carefully how she wished to proceed. Arden flipped through the script.

      “So, are we diving in?” Joe asked.

      “You got any brilliant ideas?” Arden asked.

      “We still have the list of potential suspects we can comb again,” Joe mentioned.

      “Nah,” Arden said. “That’s the police's job. The killer left behind a script for one of two reasons. A, to throw us off, or B, he wants to see something. If the dollhouse was part of the breadcrumbs, what was the purpose?”

      “Perhaps he’s challenging us to find him,” Joe said.

      Arden watched the city blur around them. “What about Scarlet’s house?”

      “The dollhouse?”

      “No, the actual model,” Arden said. “Is that a replica to a real building?”

      Joe shook his head. “From what I know, they modeled it based off of the common Antebellum architecture.”

      Arden researched and found Joe’s answers to align with the various entertainment news articles regarding the show. They grabbed some lunch and returned to the office. Arden scanned every page of the script so she and Joe could look at their own separate copy as they ate cheap Chinese food. They researched the house to see if they could match a historical replica in real life but didn’t have much luck.

      It wasn’t until later that Joe picked up something from one of the opening paragraphs. The author described the plantation home in great detail as well as including, “somewhere around the county of the twisted oak and rural Augustus.”

      Joe underlined the words twisted oak. “Check it.”

      “What is the county of the twisted oak?” Arden asked.

      “Never once was something like that mentioned in the dialogue or story,” Joe said. “For an author so keen on minute details, it doesn’t seem random.”

      Arden looked up twisted oak in the web browser, but nothing came up. She expanded her search to various counties surrounding Atlanta. One of them was Bacham County. It consisted of acres of farmland and the small historic town of Jamesville. Upon looking up Jamesville, Arden found that their town symbol was an oak tree with a twisted trunk. By the looks of it, the town was not established until 1909, years after the Civil War had ended. Why was this mentioned in the script?

      “It’s a two-hour drive,” Arden said. “We leave now, we can get there before sunset.”

      Joe took a deep breath. “Are you sure this is the best way to do this?”

      Arden had a feeling in her gut. “I don’t know, Joe. I just feel like we need to go there,” She didn’t know if the feeling was just her own desires or if there was a larger force at work.

      They hit the road ASAP, unsure of what they’d find at the small country town.

      They flipped a coin, and Arden was the nominated driver. Her clunking ‘93 Lincoln chugged out of Atlanta and headed southeast.

      Joe’s phone rang. It was Jessica.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      Jessica replied on the other end of the line. “Still breathing.”

      “Is there something on your mind?” Joe asked.

      “Ethan’s sick again.”

      Joe shut his eyes for a moment. “What is it?”

      “Stomach bug.”

      “He’s a tough kid. He’ll pull through.”

      “I hope so… What time are you coming home?”

      “I can’t say. Arden and I have to head out of town. By the looks of it, it could take all night.”

      “Oh.” Jessica sounded disappointed. “Are you sure you can’t make it home earlier? It’s just I have a lot of homework and to look after Ethan, too… It’s just a lot of stress.”

      Joe replied, “You’ll get through it.”

      “I guess.” Jessica went silent for a moment. “Where are you now?”

      Joe rubbed his hand over his scalp. “Working. I’ll call you when I come home.”

      “I hope it’s not dangerous. Last night you came home limping. It really upset Ethan. ”

      “I have to protect people like you and Ethan,” Joe replied.

      “Then be here,” Jessica said. “Please, Dad. We love you. We need you.”

      Joe pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment.

      “Dad?” Jessica asked after not hearing him speak.

      “I’ll be home as soon as I can. Okay?” Joe replied. “I love you.”

      “You, too.”

      The said their goodbyes and hung up.

      Arden gave Joe a reassuring touch on his shoulder.

      He grunted and pulled away. “I wish she could understand what I’m doing for her.”

      “I understand,” Arden said agreeably.

      “You’re not the one with a teenage daughter and grandson,” Joe replied. “Heck, Arden, finding missing people, stopping bad guys, that makes sense to me. Trying to raise two kids alone while making a living… sheesh.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Arden asked.

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Can I offer you a suggestion?” Arden asked

      “Sure,” Joe said. “It better not be some ‘God is in control’ thing. I’m not looking to become a convert.”

      “Spend time with your daughter,” Arden said. “She’s your priority.”

      “And leave you to do this alone? Never. I can’t be guilty of your blood,” Joe said half-jokingly.

      “I’m serious, Joe,’ Arden replied. “I can work alone. I’ve done it for years. Your family matters. It's special, and despite your family not being in an ideal situation, you’re blessed to have a family.”

      Joe took a deep breath. He leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees and rubbing his face with his hands. “You’re right. I know you’re right.”

      Arden gave him a little smile. They drove on, arriving in Jamesville in the late afternoon. The town was small and fit on one street. The gas station and general store were from the 1950s. It was like they’d driven back in time. A few of the local old men sat on rocking chairs outside a shop and watched them pull up.

      Arden asked them about any plantation homes out this way. The men were dead silent. Arden could tell that they didn’t like visitors. After asking around at various shops and gas station, one clerk was kind enough to confirm the existence of an old plantation similar to the one in the show but said that it wasn’t her place to reveal its location. She mentioned how people had tried to vandalize it, so the locals didn’t like to tell outsiders. After Arden better explained the direness of the situation, the lady pointed her in the right direction.

      As the sun started to set over the small Southern town, Arden drove Joe down a single-lane country road that was so forgotten that it didn’t even have a posted speed limit. Following the lady’s directions, they turned down a dirt road and went deeper into the Georgia wilderness. The terrain was largely flat with occasionally hilly sections. Tall trees lined their trek. Being that it was springtime, they were full of leaves. Dark clouds inched across the sky.

      Arden tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. She had begun to doubt the woman’s directions after not seeing any sign of the mansion. It appeared she was just getting farther and farther away from civilization. The road took many blind twists and turns as if it were a writhing snake.

      Arden took a final right and reached an opening into acres of neglected farmland. Bushes, thorns, and tall grass planted on the landscape surrounding the ancient mansion matched the exact design of the dollhouse. The dirt road had deep tire treads that ended closer to the front of the house. In between the tire tracks was tall green grass. There were gardens and statues that had fallen into disrepair. Multiple rocks formed circles for gardens, but the gardens were overgrown with weeds.

      The house was a marvel in pre-Civil War design. It was monumental and boasted a sort of arrogance to it. It was two stories tall and had a rectangular design. Six pillars held up the second-story covered balcony. Back in its prime, it would’ve stolen her breath. Now, it was a dark shell. Vines choked part of the building’s chipped white paint. The truncated roof was missing tiles. Spray-painted plywood and wood planks covered the ominous windows. A naked man stood on the balcony, watching them.

      Not taking his eyes off him, Joe pulled out the binoculars and zoomed in. “Mannequin.”

      Arden shuddered. It was in the exact placement of the doll in the house.

      She grabbed her gun from the glove box and clipped it to her belt. Joe did the same. Exiting the car at the same time, they looked up at the ancient place. A soft breeze brushed against Arden’s cheek and rushed through her red hair. Her green eyes scanned the property as her mouth formed a line across her face. She felt something “off” about the place. It was almost as if a little voice was telling her to get out.

      Arden proceeded up the stone steps leading toward the front of the building. The front doors were large and lavish. Arden pulled out her flashlight and walked to the door. Joe walked on ahead and gave it a try. With a loud creak, the jaws of the house opened.

      The beam from Joe’s flashlight sliced through the grandiose entrance hall. There was a set of stairs arching upward into an upstairs balcony. Large, tilted picture frames hung on the wall, but the oil paintings within had been cut out. There were doors on either side of the room. Only small breaches of natural sunlight escaped through the boarded windows. Arden and Joe would have to rely on flashlights to guide them.

      They moved through the large room, listening to the floor creak beneath their steps.

      Joe looked up at the mural on the ceiling. It showed clouds swirling around the sun. “Can you believe this place?”

      “Hardly,” Arden said.

      Some of the walls had graffiti. Some of it was profane while other bits were less, just names in cursive. Arden, keeping her purse strapped across her chest, pulled out her Canon camera and snapped a few photos. Each flash was like a lightning bolt that had illuminated the ominous room.

      “Scarlet’s room?” Joe suggested.

      Arden nodded.

      She followed him up the rickety stairs. The sound of their footsteps echoed off the walls. They reached the second story and started down the hall lined with doors. Remembering the dollhouse, they went to the one at the farthest end and turned the rusty brass knob. It didn’t move. Joe put his shoulder into it a few times until it burst open.

      Arden kept watch behind him. The place left her feeling uneasy. She followed him into the room. Their flashlights danced across the walls and the rotted bed covered in roaches. Painted on the wall above the bed was a shadow. It was eleven feet tall and had large arms and sharp claws. Its eyes were painted red, and it had a mouth full of jagged teeth. Its design was surprisingly simplistic, and it seemed to grow out of the backboard of the bed to where it had a V-like body. Nevertheless, something about its almost childish construction made it more uncanny.

      Joe shined his light at the demonic imagery. It was painted in matte black.

      Arden’s teeth chattered. “Something is very wrong here.”

      The moment Arden stopped talking, something slammed shut.

      Arden and Joe both twisted back to the entrance to the bedroom.

      Joe put out his hand toward Arden. “Wait here.” He quietly walked out of the room.

      Arden watched him go. The wind rattled the boards on the bedroom window. She couldn’t stand being in this room and started to pray beneath her breath.

      Joe returned. His eyes were wide, and his expression intense. “The front door is shut.”

      “Was it the wind?” Arden asked.

      “I don’t know, but we should find out what we're after and go,” Joe said.

      “We’re after Scarlet,” Arden said. “She might be in any one of these rooms.”

      Every step, every opened door sent Arden’s pulse pounding. She tried her best to keep a level head and not let the place affect her, but it wasn’t working. Each room was cluttered with junk. Not having any luck on the second floor, they descended back downstairs. They moved into the kitchen, seeing rusty silverware strewn across the countertops and sink. Rust spots painted the stainless steel. Bugs scurried across the floor. Arden and Joe kept moving through until they reached a chained door. It had an X formed by two crossing metal chains and a master lock.

      Arden tucked at it. “My bolt cutters are in the truck.”

      “I’ll get them,” Joe volunteered.

      “Be safe,” Arden said.

      Joe gave her a curt nod and jogged out of sight. Arden stood next to the door, her only source of light being the flashlight. She scanned her surroundings and waited. She noticed more random tools nearby. Arden found a hammer. Wanting to try her luck, she gave the locked door a few hardy smacks. Much to her surprise, it popped open.

      She went to give Joe a text, but she didn’t have any cell service.

      She pocketed her phone and poked the door. It led down into the basement. Great, Arden thought sarcastically, as if the place couldn’t feel more evil. Biting into her lip, she decided to investigate.

      As she neared the bottom, she noticed murky water flooding the place. Furniture bobbed on the surface as it knocked gently against the decaying stairs. At the far end of the room was a hole in the bottom half of the wall. The only way to get through would be to be nearly fully submerged. Every part of Arden didn’t want to go forward, but she thought about the little girl that could be there on the other side.

      She turned around and started back up the stairs to get Joe when she heard something move behind her. She twisted back. She couldn’t tell if it was the water knocking furniture together or something else. “Hello?”

      Thump.

      It was coming from the other side of the hole.

      “Hello?”

      It was silent.

      Arden glanced back up the way she had entered and contemplated waiting for Joe. She wondered why he was taking so long. It didn’t matter. Arden wanted to get out of this place, and the faster she could do it, the better.

      She set her phone on the steps, not wanting it to get wet. She removed her shoes as well and placed them beside her phone. It’ll only take two minutes, she told herself. The basement was pretty long, but she could get through it in a quick manner, she believed. Her sock-covered foot stepped into the water. Arden shuddered at the water’s ice-cold temperature. She forced herself to take another step and another.

      The water got up to her knees. She winced, and when she reached the bottom, it was up to her waist. She kept her arms out of the water and walked across the coarse basement floor. She glanced behind her as she waded through the swamp. There was no sign of Joe. He should’ve been here by now. Arden avoided bobbing furniture and other objects that were in her path. She reached the midpoint of the basement and saw a snake slither by on the surface of the water.

      Arden froze. Her heart pounded. Her body trembled from cold and fear. “The Lord is my strength. The Lord is my strength…” she repeated to herself.

      She reached the breach, took a breath, and ducked under. The water sent chills all over her being. She moved a few feet forward before breaching the surface. On the other side was a strange cobblestone corridor. Shivering and teeth chattering, Arden hugged herself and rubbed her arms. She contemplated going back, but she was already committed. The ground beneath her feet was coarse cobblestone. She was careful with her steps, not wanting to cut open her foot. Thankfully, her flashlight was waterproof. She went farther down the corridor until the water was just below her ribs. It opened into a chamber of unknown purpose on a slightly elevated plane. Her toe hit something hard. She grimaced and felt around with her foot, noticing submerged steps beneath the water. Arden hiked the steps until the water was to her ankles and looked around the elevated platform.

      There was a single step that made a U shape around the platform. On the U were dozens of shoes of different shapes and sizes piled together, as if they were part of a landfill. Arden shined her light over them. Some were falling apart and looked to be thirty years old, while others were just dirty. It was like they were tossed here but kept out of the water. It looked like a depiction of the Holocaust—there must have been thirty to forty different pairs, the smallest belonging to an infant.

      Arden’s stomach churned. She turned the flashlight to the walls of the dome-like ceiling. Across the walls was graffiti, showing the Luciferian cross and other pagan symbols.

      Her mouth dried out.

      She felt fear twist in her heart like a knife.

      Whatever this place was and whatever it was for, Arden knew it was pure evil.

      Her attention fell on a pair of red heels, and her jaw fell open. She had seen them in the security videos at the Hyatt. They belonged to Scarlet.

      Arden froze in place, not wanting to believe what she was looking at. She had to be sure they belonged to Scarlet and were not just look-alikes. Nevertheless, Arden couldn’t afford to tamper with the evidence. She needed the police to see this. Perhaps they’d find fingerprints. Looking at the sets of shoes, Arden knew this was much bigger than she’d ever imagined. She looked down the continuation of the corridor and decided to explore further. She walked by the shoes and once again moved into the water.

      Her mind raced as to who could’ve done this. She reached the end of the stubby corridor and saw rain. She looked up and noticed the hole of the well, along with the silhouetted figure looking down at her.
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      Arden craned her head up to the entrance of the well. It was like she was staring at a black vacuum and up into the darkening sky. Submerged up to her waist, her body had adjusted to the black water. Small drops of rain pattered on her face.

      The silhouetted figure stared down at her. He had broad shoulders and short hair, but his face was lost in the shadow.

      Squinting, she asked. “Joe?”

      The silhouetted figure moved its hand out of sight and brought it back into view with a pistol.

      Without hesitating, Arden dipped under the water as the stranger opened fire.

      Unable to see anything in front of her, Arden swam. She felt the water move by her ribs as a bullet rained down. She kicked hard and kept her arms out in front of her. Her hand touched the stairs, and she surfaced. She rose up from the black water and caught her breath. Adrenaline pumped through her veins. She rested her back against the cobblestone wall of the arched corridor and looked toward the wall.

      Arden glanced back up and saw something on the corridor past the shoe platform. It was a small square device, roughly the size of a matchbox. It had a glowing red light. Arden’s theory was that it was a motion detector of some kind. She wondered how many of those were scattered around the mansion. Even still, they’d only been there for forty-five minutes. There was no way someone could have shown up, unless they had been here the whole time or they had followed them. Arden didn’t like either answer.

      Drenched, she hiked the few steps and eyed Scarlet’s shoes. If she took them, they would get soaked and lose any fingerprints or forensic evidence. She needed to get to her cell phone and call the police. She also needed to find Joe. Dread took Arden’s mind to a dark place. Knowing time was short, she raced by the shoes and back into the water. She caught one last glimpse of the strange occult symbols on the wall and noticed one that looked like a dotted T. She’d seen it before, but she couldn’t remember where.

      The bottom of her socks tore open as she dashed against the rough cobblestone. Not wanting to make more noise, she dipped down and swam. She dove under the breach in the basement wall and navigated the room full of floating furniture. Her soaked flashlight bounced the light as she rushed toward the rickety wooden stair. Taking two steps up, she noticed that her shoes and phone were gone.

      “Oh, Lord,” she mumbled.

      Her breathing was heavy. She drew out her pistol and rested the butt of it on the top of her flashlight-holding hand. Moving tactically, she conquered one step at a time. A jagged nail pierced her foot. She mouthed a scream but kept moving. She stepped back out into the downstairs hall. Water dripped down her face and clothes. It added ten pounds to her jeans and left her shivering. Bloody wet footprints followed in her wake. Without her cell phone, her mission was to get to her car.

      A revelation dawned on her that she had given Joe the keys.

      Arden’s teeth chattered, partly from the cold and partly from adrenaline. She was cautious about using the flashlight, knowing it would attract attention.

      She theorized that the shooter had found her cell phone and shoes first but waited at the well, knowing she’d come that way. The other, more plausible theory was that she was dealing with more than one person.

      She reached the end of the first hall and glanced into the kitchen. The broken glass and jagged knives on the floor made her dread moving forward. With each step, small chunks of dirt and shards of glass drilled into her soles. She grimaced, but she needed to keep her gun and light at the various entrances, not at her feet.

      She relied on her peripherals to navigate the edges of the room. She made her way through the kitchen, walked through a stubby hall, and clicked off her flashlight as she entered the main room. Light rain could be heard outside. The whistling wind blew branches on the barricaded windows. Arden kept her finger just above the trigger as she scanned the pitch-black room. Her eyes slowly adjusted. The shape of the stairs and the interior balcony were clear, but it was hard to tell if someone was watching her. The person at the well was probably already in the house or going to be soon.

      Arden moved quietly along the edge of the wall and squatted in the far corner of the room. She kept the flashlight off and waited.

      Silence.

      Darkness.

      No movement.

      Nothing.

      Her discomfort with the wet clothes was overshadowed by the uncertainty of who could be in the house with her.

      It felt like an hour had passed.

      She checked her watch. It had only been four minutes.

      Arden stood up. She kept her gun aimed and moved around the walls of the room until she had a clear shot at the front door. It was then she noticed a lump on the floor at the center of the room.

      In the darkness, Arden couldn’t make out what it was, but it seemed to be shaped like a person.

      Regretting every moment, Arden slowly put her finger on the button of the flashlight. If the shooter was in the room, he’d have a clear view of where she was, and she’d need to react quickly. Saying a silent prayer, she clicked on the flashlight.

      The light shined over the lump in the room.

      It was Joe, lying on his back with his arms crossed over his chest. Because of the heavy-duty army jacket he wore, it was impossible to tell if he was breathing. Nevertheless, Arden didn’t see any blood. Yet.

      Arden scanned the room with the flashlight, expecting to see someone. The beam cast large shadows across the walls as it passed by the stair’s handrail and other objects in front of it. It appeared to be clear, but she couldn’t be certain.

      “Joe,” she whispered

      He didn’t reply.

      Arden called out again, but louder, “Joe.”

      No response.

      Every second Arden waited felt like an eternity.

      Moving quickly and quietly, she rushed over to Joe and knelt down next to him. She shook his shoulder. “Hey, Joe, get up.” It sounded more like a plea than she wanted it to. She pressed her fingers against his neck, feeling a healthy pulse. She shook him harder. “Joe.”

      Arden slipped her pistol back into its holster and slid her arms under Joe. Getting a solid grip, she attempted to lift him over her shoulders, much like a lost lamb. The man was six foot four and all muscle. Arden went red in the face as she attempted to stand. Her knees buckled beneath her, and she nearly dropped him. She kept her eyes on the door. It would’ve been wiser to run to the car, but she couldn’t leave him behind. It wasn’t a guilt issue, either. She cared for the man.

      Pushing her physical stature to its limit, she managed to get up with a severely hunched back. Every step was painful. The door was twenty-five feet away. Arden moved two more steps before nearly buckling over. She stopped for a moment as tears streaked down her face. She remembered Jessica. She remembered Ethan. They couldn’t live without him. Arden took four more steps.

      Her spine popped. She could feel her back folding under the pressure, but she kept on. Another two steps.

      The door was fifteen feet away now.

      She remembered Joe’s words. The body is more resilient than we think.

      She pressed on, gasping in pain. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Most of the dampness on her body came from sweat instead of the dirty basement water.

      Her movements were slower and slower as she made it to the door. She reached out for the doorknob when her body gave way.

      Arden and Joe collapsed to the floor five feet from the entrance. It was a miracle she’d gotten this far. Panting and red, Arden drew out her pistol and took aim behind her. The mansion was silent, but she couldn’t escape the feeling that someone was watching. Why hadn’t they made a move? Arden was vulnerable. If they had her in the crosshairs, it could all end right now.

      Arden knew her Maker. She didn’t fear death, but she had no intention of embracing it, either. She kept one hand on her weapon and the other on Joe.

      He groaned.

      She glanced down at him but kept slowly sweeping the room with her gun. “About time. Get up.”

      Joe grimaced and grabbed the back of his head.

      “Joe. C’mon,” Arden said, standing.

      After a second, Joe found his bearings. Arden gave him a hand and helped him stand. Her back arched. The bruises on her neck also antagonized her. Joe checked his pockets. His eyes went wide. It was like reality had shot Arden. Neither of them had ways to communicate with the outside or a way to get back into the car.

      Arden had only had one solution. They ran.

      She quickly opened the front door and aimed out into the yard. Her ‘93 Lincoln was still where she left it. Nighttime was here, and it was still raining.

      “Keep up,” she said to Joe and charged into the storm.

      Joe matched her pace as they rushed across the lawn. Arden’s soles were being shredded, and the pain was unbearable, but she had to keep moving. It was life or death now. The rain pelted them as they rushed to the Lincoln. Arden tried the door. It was locked. There was no sign of the keys nearby.

      She and Joe dashed down the street. Looking back one final time, Arden thought she saw a second figure watching her on the balcony.

      As they ran down the dirt road, Arden was forced to stop. Her feet were too injured. Without saying a word, Joe picked her up, putting one arm beneath the back of her knees and the other just below her upper back. He dashed down the road.

      Behind them, Arden heard dogs barking.

      “Hunting hounds,” Joe said.

      The blast of a shotgun sounded off in the distance. Joe turned off the road and dashed into the woods. They moved quickly, but Arden could tell her body weight was slowing down Joe. Nevertheless, he didn’t voice a complaint and kept his eyes forward.

      Rain soaked them and created a stream of muddy water that Joe’s boots passed through. Knowing what they knew on the drive up here, they were miles away from town and help. Arden couldn’t tell if she was paranoid or what, but she was certain someone was following them.

      After seven minutes of running, Joe slowed into a jog, which soon turned into a power walk. They looked for shelter, but all they had was a weak canopy of trees. Joe found a toppled tree and sat down. Arden tied to get comfortable on the coarse bark. She checked her feet. It was blackened with mud and blood. Arden was hoping it would just numb out, but she didn’t have that luck. The pain throbbed up to her knees. She leaned into Joe for heat. He put an arm around her.

      The downpour continued through the ominous woods. Arden hoped Joe was paying attention to directions because Arden sure wasn’t. She tried her best to stay calm and could do nothing but pray. They were lost, cold, and being hunted.

      Joe felt his head. “Bastards knocked me out.”

      “How many were there?” Arden asked.

      “If I’d seen them, they would’ve never gotten the drop on me. I was just about to open the trunk, too.”

      “What matters is that you’re alive,” Arden said.

      “Why? They could’ve easily taken me out,” Joe said with confusion.

      Arden’s thoughts turned sour. Maybe this is part of their game. She didn’t say it. Life and death are in the power of the tongue.

      The trees stretched endlessly into the darkness. The storm picked up. Arden found herself shaking uncontrollably.

      “We can’t stay here,” she managed to say. Her lips were turning blue. Her teeth chattered.

      “You can’t walk,” Joe reminded her.

      To prove him wrong, Arden stood and took a few steps. The pain was so powerful that she went toppling over.

      Joe caught her at the last moment and held her up. “Let me carry you.”

      Arden wasn’t going to fight. She let him pick her up, and they continued their miserable journey into the woods. Arden was thankful she had her waterproof flashlight. If they had to do this in the dark, Arden would’ve contemplated giving up. She still did, but she decided years ago that she was done being a victim. She’d soldier on, even if it meant surviving a night in hell.

      The sounds of barking and gunfire died away.

      The noise of rain on leaves occupied them through the late-night excursion. Joe had asked Arden if she wanted to find somewhere to rest. She turned him down time and time again. It wasn’t just for her own health. She needed to tell the police about the shoes before they were moved. In hindsight, she should’ve taken the shoes, but she never expected or planned on any of this happening. She’d learn from her mistakes. If she survived.

      The rest of the night was a blur.

      Joe carried her along. Despite the pain in his shoulders, he voiced no complaint. The storm had started to die down, but the wind was ruthless. As the clouds moved away, more and more stars could be seen speckling the sky.

      Arden was deathly cold by the time they reached the road. It wasn’t the road to the main street. That would be too easy. It was just the snaky two-lane that connected with the plantation’s dirt road.

      There was no traffic and no streetlights.

      It was like Arden and Joe were the last people on the planet.

      They kept trucking forward.

      Joe nearly passed out a few times, but still managed to stay standing. Arden had lost long portions of the trip. She’d close her eyes and be halfway down the street, though she had no memory of how she had gotten there.

      After the longest walk, they spotted their first house. Joe, getting another burst of energy, jogged up to the front. He put Arden down the swing bench and pounded on the door with his fist.

      “Hey! Hey!” he shouted out, hoping someone would hear him.

      Arden swung lazily on the bench.

      Eventually, after Joe had made enough noise, a light turned on the house, and an old man answered the door. He held a shotgun. Joe took a few steps back and held up his hands in a non-threatening manner.

      The old man, who looked like Ebenezer Scrooge, glared at them with wide, wild eyes.

      “Phone,” Joe said. “Police.”

      It took a moment for the old man to understand. Then he lowered the weapon, returned inside, and shut the door. Joe sat on the swing bench. Water dripped from his long beard. He struggled to stay awake.

      A little while later, a police cruiser pulled up. Two officers stepped out of the car and aimed their flashlights into Joe’s and Arden’s eyes. They quickly turned their gaze away from the bright light.

      “What the hell happened to you?” one of the officers asked.

      “Plantation house,” Joe said. “Multiple assailants. They’re armed.”

      The cops looked at each other, at a loss for what to do.

      “Call it in,” Joe roared.

      It spooked one of the good ol’ boys enough to report it. They also got an ambulance.

      

      Arden sat at the edge of the hospital bed. She was dressed in scrubs, and a blanket had been placed over her shoulders. She held her trembling cup of coffee and sniffed in the glorious smell of coffee beans. The two young officers sat in front of her. They had their legs spread and their backs hunched. They wore stupid expressions on their faces as they tried to process what Arden had told them.

      One took off his hat and rested it on his knee. “So you, uh, are saying some devil-worshipers chased after you?”

      Arden blew into her mug and took a sip. “There were occult-related symbols all over the place. Did your team find the shoes in the basement?”

      “We checked, ma’am, but we didn’t find any shoes,” the other officer replied.

      Arden took a breath. “Not the basement-basement. The hole in the wall. It connected with the well.”

      “We know,” the hatless officer said. “We went in there and gave it a look. There was nothing.”

      “And the symbols on the wall?” Arden replied.

      “There was graffiti, sure, but I don’t know nothing about the occult and what codes they use.”

      Arden’s head pounded. “You have my statement, at least?”

      “Yeah,” the hat-wearing officer proudly showed her the police report.

      At least that’s something. Arden took another swig. She was still shaking.

      The hatless officer said sympathetically, “If there’s anything you need…”

      “Find the guys who did this,” Arden said. “It's bigger than just me. There might be upwards of forty bodies somewhere. By the looks of it, they’ve been getting away with this for years.”

      The officers seemed dumbfounded by Arden’s words. She wasn’t sure how to make it clearer than she’d already made it. She’d just have to trust the Lord that it would all work out. She took another swig from her coffee before coughing. She sniffled. She felt she was catching a cold. The doctor’s advice was to rest. Arden would do that when Scarlet was found. Right now, she had much bigger fish to fry. After praying for her own health, she accepted the doctor’s small dosage of pain pills. Arden requested that they not be too strong. She needed to keep a clear head. Finishing up her coffee, she stood up. Her feet were wrapped in thin bandages. It hurt to move, but she’d muscle through it. At least she hoped she would. After examining her feet, they weren’t as bad as she thought, but they weren’t in tip-top shape, either.

      She glanced out the window. It was nearly morning. Great. Another all-nighter, just what she needed.

      Joe entered. “How are you feeling?”

      Arden smirked.

      Joe frowned. “I called Jessica. She’s on her way to pick us up.”

      Arden nodded.

      Joe took a seat where the cops had sat. Deep circles had formed under his eyes. His nose was glowing a little. Arden could tell that he was getting sick too. “They have our phones and keys.”

      “To the office, our homes, and cars. I’m aware,” Arden replied.

      “Let’s just hope they can’t breach our contacts,” Joe replied.

      “If they know someone who could break into our encrypted phones, then we are screwed,” Arden said plainly. She took another sip of joe. Fortunately, she had spare car keys and office keys back at her motel room. She’d have to get a key from the motel owner to open the door.

      Joe said, “I was going to reach out to the screenwriter—”

      “Good,” Arden unintentionally interrupted.

      A sobering expression fell over Joe’s face. “He’s dead, Arden.”

      “What?”

      “It was on the news. He OD’d last night,” Joe replied. “The police found him in his L.A. apartment.”

      “What about the staff writers?”

      “They’ve lawyered up. We won’t be able to get to them,” Joe replied.

      Arden was sick of going back to square one over and over again. She was also concerned about why the attackers spared Joe. She was glad he was alive, but if they already had Arden’s phone, they could’ve killed them both, and no one would be the wiser. Perhaps they thought it would scare Arden into giving up. They didn't know her very well.

      She sniffled. Her body ached. All of that meant nothing when a little girl’s life was on the line. She had to press on, and by the strength of the Lord, she would. A thought came to her. Suddenly, some light returned to her face.

      Joe noticed. “What happened?”

      “I saw a symbol in the shoe room,” Arden said with excitement.

      “So what?” Joe asked.

      “Remember Garold, the show’s producer we interviewed on video chat? Anyway, there was a statue head behind him. Around its neck was this symbol. It was like a T with a dot on top.”

      “I don’t remember that,” Joe said.

      “We should go to his house next. Maybe the Gales have his address,” Arden replied.

      “Do you think he’s the one that shot at you?” Joe asked.

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” Arden replied. “But what matters is they have a connection. We just need to bridge that gap, and hopefully, it points us to Scarlet.”

      “Say he is our guy, then what?”

      “We stalk him,” Arden replied. “If Scarlet is still alive, he’d have to feed her at some point.”

      “And if she’s dead?”

      Arden felt a pit in her stomach. “Then we bring the guy down whatever way possible.”

      Jessica arrived an hour later. She came with an extra set of clothes for Arden to wear. They weren’t her style, and they didn’t quite fit, but she preferred them over the patient’s garb she had on.

      When they got into Joe’s Mustang, Ethan was asleep in the backseat. Arden took the time to rest while Jessica and Joe argued about his dangerous career choice.

      In Arden’s dream, she was bound to Scarlet’s bed. She fought with the hemp rope binds but had no luck breaking free. Men in black surrounded her. They held candles with little flames. Arden screamed for help, but none of them reacted. Suddenly, a shadow fell upon her. A great horror stretched out from behind the bed’s backboard and climbed up the wall until the sinister shadow was above Arden. It smiled a large, toothy grin. Arden could hardly breathe. All she could do was say in her mind, Be gone in Jesus’s name. After the fourth try, Arden woke up with a gasp. She was in a fast food drive-through. Jessica was ordering food.

      The bookishly pretty seventeen-year-old glanced back at Arden. “You want anything?”

      Arden was drenched in a cold sweat. She didn’t have time to look at the menu. Her head was spinning. “Whatever you’re getting.”

      Arden glanced at the car behind them. It was a black sedan with tinted windows. Arden felt fear creeping back into her. She fought that off and remembered that she had God on her side, even if her present circumstances told a different story.

      They drove by Wal-Mart and got cheap flip phones for the time being. After that, Jessica arrived at Joe’s home. She stopped the car. “You two really need to get some rest.”

      “You think?” Joe asked.

      “I’m serious, Dad. It’s like the two of you are holding on by a thread,” Jessica replied.

      Rachel replied. “So is Scarlet. We need to be there for her.”

      “What about the police? You guys are P.I.s, not super soldiers. It's one thing to do some research and follow someone around; it's another to be beaten, shot at, and abandoned,” Jessica said.

      Arden put a hand on her shoulder, seeing the girl getting upset. “Listen to me, we made a promise to someone that we’d rescue their daughter, even if things got hard. I’m not going to go against our word.”

      “What does your promise mean if you’re dead?” Jessica asked, frustrated. “And what about the promises you made to me?” she added. “Do those not matter?”

      Joe looked at her. “Do we have to have this conversation now? Again? I told you I’d be there with you after this is over.”

      Jessica scoffed. “You’re unbelievable.” She got out of the car, lowered the seat, and pulled out her child.

      “Jessica, wait!” Joe called out.

      She didn’t look back. She stormed inside and slammed the door.

      “You going to go in after her?” Arden asked.

      “And say what?” Joe replied. “If I tell her I’m sorry, I’d be lying. What we do makes a difference, Arden. And last night just showed me how much more work we have cut out for us. I know we can change the world, but the changes are on our little sphere of influence, and when we’re done, I want every pedophile and Satan-worshiping douchebag to tremble at the mention of my name.”

      Arden looked at him. She could feel his same passion. She might not find out who attacked her sister, but she could keep more people from falling into the same trap. Despite all that, she said, “Go talk to your daughter anyway. Tell her the truth.”

      “She doesn’t want to hear it. Believe me, I’ve tried,” Joe said.

      “I’m talking about the truth of your love for her,” Arden replied.

      Joe sighed. “Okay, Arden. Fine. You win.”

      He got out of the car. Arden moved to the front seat. She rested her head back on the headrest and prayed that things would turn out okay. After a long five minutes, Joe returned to the car with a little more pep in his step.

      “How was it?” Arden asked.

      “There’s still friction, but we are getting somewhere,” Joe replied.

      “Glad to hear it,” Arden replied.

      Joe called the Gales’ phone number. She asked them about Garold Grey’s address. They surrendered it. He owned multiple homes across the country, but there was one in Atlanta.

      Joe headed that way. They rolled into the nice cul-de-sac. He lived in a single-story home with a trimmed lawn and appealing architectural design. As Joe pulled up to the curb outside his house, he saw a few cars parked in Garold’s driveway. Joe pulled out his own set of binoculars, as the others had been left in Arden’s car, which had been impounded. He used it to spy into the dining room window. “No way.”

      “Let me,” Arden gestured for the binoculars.

      She saw the spiffy-dressed producer sharing an early lunch with a few older gentlemen. Due to her years of assisting law enforcement, Arden recognized one of the men: Atlanta’s police chief. Why was he at Garold’s right side? The men laughed as they ate.

      Joe eyed them. “They seem in a good mood, considering the circumstances.”

      “I noticed,” Arden replied.

      “This might be why Gracie didn’t want to talk with the police,” Joe said. “What if they are in whatever club together?”

      The theory seemed far-reaching, but so was she with this case. She couldn’t confirm or deny Joe’s conclusion. Her only chance for any answers was to visit Gracie again.

      They called her as they drove away from the house. They would’ve staked it out for longer, but there were multiple neighborhood watch signs along with the police in his driveway.

      Gracie answered the phone. “Anything yet?”

      “Soon, Mrs. Gales,” Arden replied. “We’re getting closer. I can feel it.”

      Gracie replied, “I sure hope you are right.”

      “You said you didn’t trust the police before. Why?” Arden asked.

      Gracie replied, “There’s no real reason; it's just their… lack of action.”

      “Is it more than that?” Arden replied. “Have you seen the police chief and other higher-ups before?”

      “How did you—”

      Joe added, “Lucky guess.”

      Arden pulled over to the side of the road as soon as she was out of the neighborhood. “What made you not trust them?” Arden asked.

      “I saw them at this party I went to once,” Gracie admitted.

      Arden and Joe traded looks.

      “It was a private party. Invite only. No public announcement,” Gracie explained. “After the successful launch of the show, Charles and I were asked to come to one of them. Charles was busy coaching Scarlet, but I decided to go anyway.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Everything,” Gracie said. “There were people dressed in masks and costumes. Others were naked.”

      “Were there drugs?”

      “Some, but most were just burning incense,” Gracie said. “They did a lot of weird things, like sing strange songs and paint on each other’s eyes with symbols. It was too much for me. There was even a special place that was only accessible to VIPs. I heard you had to pay at least seventy-thousand dollars before you even put in for nomination.”

      “Were your producers there?” Arden asked.

      “Everyone was wearing a mask. The whole thing was completely anonymous.”

      Joe processed the information. “Where was this at?”

      “In L.A., but there are parties throughout the States,” Gracie replied.

      “Where in L.A.?” Arden asked.

      “Someone picked up me. They blindfolded me and said part of the fun was not knowing,” Gracie said. “I know it sounds suspicious, but I remember seeing cops there, making sure everything was okay. They seemed to turn a blind eye to the various vices. Ever since then, I’ve had an icky feeling about the police. I know it may sound hypocritical, but seeing how they treated the elite with special privilege made me trust them less.”

      Joe asked, “During that night, did you ever feel threatened?”

      “No, I felt like I was an outsider. There were some places that were off-limits to me.”

      “What did this place look like?” Arden asked.

      Gracie replied, “I remember there being multiple buildings and rows of trees. Much of it took place outside. There was a humble estate, but I wasn’t allowed past the reception hall. If you had seen what they were doing in there, you wouldn’t have wanted to enter, either.”

      Joe nodded. “Like what?”

      “Drinking. Promiscuity. Other lustful things.”

      “Who invited you there?”

      “One of the actresses,” Gracie replied. “She was killed off midway through the first season and now works on a show in L.A. Leah Hall is her name.”

      Arden made a note to reach out to the actress. With Gracie unable to ascertain the location of the party, Arden and Joe were left guessing. They talked for a while longer but didn’t learn anything that officially convicted Garold or the police chief. They contacted Leah Hall next. She answered their questions, confirming everything Gracie had said. All in all, there wasn’t much to be learned. Arden’s biggest question was whether or not similar parties happened here.

      After a few hours of R&R, Arden and Joe returned to Garold’s house. The police were gone. Not wanting to raise suspicions, Joe parked outside of the cul-de-sac and waited for Garold’s car to leave.

      They watched in shifts. The beating from last night had greatly fatigued them. They were glad to have the time to rest.

      At around 8 pm, Joe shook Arden’s shoulder.

      She opened her eyes and saw Garold’s car drive by.

      Arden nodded at Joe.

      He started the engine and followed after.

      Like lambs to the slaughter, the investigators were completely unaware of what they were getting themselves into.
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      Using the light in the glove box, Arden read through the pilot script. A pensive expressive held on her face as she scrutinized every word typed on the page.

      The Mustang rattled.

      Arden glanced up.

      Garold’s silver Escalade led by three car lengths.

      Joe’s haunted eyes stayed locked on the vehicle. One of his hands lazily gripped the top of the steering wheel. The other hand stayed on the coffee cup between his legs.

      Arden leafed through another page and read the description of an orchard used in one brief scene.

      The clock on the dash read 9:43 pm. Garold had been driving for nearly two hours. They were back around Jamesville.

      Arden coughed lightly. Her body temperature was up from last night's run through the woods. Her new cheap running shoes squeezed the life out of her feet. Her sore body throbbed with her heartbeat. She wore a leather jacket over a long-sleeved black tee and jogging pants.

      Joe wore a black hoodie, jeans, and tennis shoes. His face had a pale hue. Though he wasn’t showing many signs of illness, Arden imagined that he had caught a cold, too.

      They hadn’t talked much over the trip.

      Both of them were nearing the end of their ropes, but they had a silent pact to keep going until Scarlet was found or their bodies gave out.

      Why go so far for some spoiled little girl? It was a human life. It was that simple for Arden. Joe leaned more on the side of vengeance.

      He clicked on the turn signal and followed Garold deeper into the Georgia countryside. “Learn anything?” he asked.

      Arden turned another page. “I think the writer is talking about different landmarks. I’ve found more numbers and places hidden in the text.”

      “Much like the plantation house?”

      “That’s my theory,” Arden replied. She slipped into silent prayer. It was mainly for strength. Her head pounded like a jackhammer. Her heartbeat felt irregular. Without the help of a higher power, she wouldn’t be able to go another day. Scarlet had to be found tonight. If they were wrong about Garold, the case was as good as closed.

      Up ahead, Garold turned onto a private road. Joe was forced to keep going straight to avoid detection. They waited a few minutes. Joe popped his knuckles and double-checked his pistol clip. Arden did the same. She prayed to God she wouldn’t have to use it.

      After waiting, they turned down the private driveway. Tall trees had been planted on both sides of the road. It ended at a wooden archway with a solid wooden gate. A sign above it read, “Radford Orchard—No Trespassing.”

      Joe looked around. “Someone must’ve let him inside.”

      “Find a place to park.”

      Joe reversed. He pulled off the road and parked away from the road. He shut off the car. “Ready for another hike?”

      Arden gave him a weary smile. She tied the bandana to cover her mouth. Joe did the same.

      They exited the vehicle. Arden kept her pain pills in her pocket. She didn’t want to take one and risk it dulling her senses, but after twenty seconds on her shredded feet, she forced down a pill. They moved through the woods and stopped outside the ten-foot-tall wooden fence running around the property. Arden and Joe walked alongside, looking for a way over. If Arden wanted to go by herself, she could’ve had Joe launch her over, but she didn’t want to risk that. She kept going forward until they found a large tree with a branch that reached over the fence.

      By this time, the pill had taken effect. Arden’s hands felt slightly numb, and the pain in her feet went from a ten to a five. Being the lighter of the two, Joe suggested that Arden go first. She grabbed hold of a few low-hanging branches and climbed up the dense trunk. She reached the thick branch and scooted across it until she reached a place where she could see over the fence. A long rolling field stretched out before her. She could see where the private road continued. Lines of lamps lined the trek. It ended at a well-lit estate next to a shed. Beyond it, Arden could see the start of the apple orchard.

      Arden got on her belly and rolled herself around the back of the branch. She let her body hang low while her arms stayed wrapped around the tree. With no nice way to land, she let go and crashed on her tailbone. She added that to her growing collection of bruises. She stayed near the fence and refused to use her flashlight. Joe landed next to her with an “Oof.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said.

      Like two shadows in the night, she scurried across the large field and progressed to the estate. It was a large wooden building with a nice wood finish and long beams that kept it together.

      There was a parking lot packed with SUVs and luxury cars. Garold was having himself a little party.

      Arden and Joe got to their bellies near the cusp of the hill. They used night-vision goggles to scan the house. They saw a small group of men and women step out. They were wearing different masks. Some were as simple as a masquerade mask, while others covered up the person's entire head. The group walked to the orchard and was stopped by a man wearing a suit. He said something to them. One of the members of the group pulled a necklace from his blazer and showed the man. The man in the suit let him pass. The rest of his friends were denied access and went back to the estate.

      Staying low, Arden and Joe moved closer to the house. Suddenly, Joe put his arm out in front of Arden. She froze.

      Joe gestured to the camera mounted on the outside of the estate. Getting close was suicide. They moved around the edge of the property, cutting behind the shed. Inside, a couple made love while a small ring of people watched.

      Feeling queasy, Arden quickly moved on. They imagined there would be similar actions occurring inside the estate, so they made their way to the orchard. The closer they got to the apple trees, the more of the black mask-wearing guards they saw. They stood guard and watched a group of women laugh at a naked black man pressed face-first against a tree. He was covered in dry mud and looked stoned out of his mind.

      Arden and Joe dashed to a distant tree. They watched the guards placed in strategic places around the orchard.

      They waited until one of the guards was occupied before moving forward. They repeated this process a half dozen times over the course of an hour before they were deep enough into the orchard that there was no one else around.

      They quickened their pace.

      The soft rumble of an engine caused them to drop to their bellies. Two golf carts raced by.

      Arden waited until they were out of sight before continuing forward. Like a light at the end of a tunnel, a small building stood at the end of the orchard. It was a wooden building shaped like a triangle with no windows, and two large wooden doors were guarded by a masked man in a suit. Arden and Joe stayed two hundred feet away and circled the building. There was only one way in.

      Arden got a sickening feeling. It showed in her eyes. Joe noticed. He raised a brow, posing a silent question. Arden whispered. “I have a bad feeling.”

      “About getting inside?”

      Arden frowned heavily. “About what we’ll find when we do.”

      They watched a couple approach from the trails and present their necklaces to the guard at the door. They were allowed entry. Arden caught a glimpse of a stairway descending into darkness. The door shut behind them.

      Joe clenched his jaw. Frustration filled his face. “We won’t be able to breach without causing a scene.”

      Arden nodded. “You distract the guard. I’ll move.”

      Joe looked at her like she was insane.

      Arden explained herself, “I can handle myself inside. You’ll do much better taking care of the pressure out here.”

      Joe drew in a deep breath. “What’s your plan to escape? What happens if you don’t find anything?”

      Arden put her hand on Joe’s shoulder. “I can do this, Joe. You have to trust me.”

      Joe wore his discontentment behind his beard. Knowing that arguing would only make things worse, he said, “Fine, but you get in and out. Quickly.”

      “I will,” Arden replied.

      Joe rushed off on his own while Arden stayed pressed up to a tree. Now it was time for God to do His part.

      From somewhere out of sight, Joe shouted.

      The guard at the door looked his way. He called out, “Everything okay?”

      Joe shouted in pain again.

      The guard reached his hand into his jacket and started toward the apple trees. The man was armed. Things could get nasty, but Arden couldn’t worry about what-ifs right now. She had to commit.

      Using her brief window of distraction, Arden looked both ways and dashed for the front door. She bumped into it to stop herself. She glanced over her shoulder. The guard was only thirty feet away. Arden opened the door enough to slip inside and closed it quickly. She caught her breath and started coughing. She covered her mouth with her sleeve to mute the sound. She felt miserable, and something about the place made her feel disgusted.

      She descended one step at a time. Her journey ended in a hallway lined with multiple doors and red lamps.

      Screams leaked through the walls. They weren’t of pleasure but of agony and terror.

      Arden’s pulse quickened. It was like she was taking a tour through hell. The hallway ended at a door labeled “Play Room.”

      Arden stopped in her steps.

      She felt something inside her, screaming for her to leave.

      “The Lord is my strength and my deliverer,” she quoted under her breath as she took hold of the doorknob and gave it a twist.

      She opened it, just a sliver, seeing candles placed across the floor. She could see multiple women on their knees. They formed a circle and didn’t wear masks. They were burning incense and chanting. Arden opened the door more. She could see masked men standing behind the women, involving themselves in the ritual by drinking from chalices and pouring a thick liquid over the women’s heads.

      Arden opened the door enough to squeeze through. The room was shrouded in darkness outside of the candles, and Arden was good at sticking to shadows. She moved around the edges, making sure to stick to the walls. The men and women all had their eyes closed. Arden made it to the back of the room.

      She got through the next door, stepping into another hall lined with doors. She heard sobs, cries, and calls for help that would haunt her dreams.

      The hall ended at a final door.

      Arden opened it into a final chamber. It was the largest room in the basement. A dozen men and women stood in two rows and watched a wooden box at the back of the room. It was square with a few holes on top. Two wood pillars stood beside it. A man stood facing the box. He wore a suit and full-head mask with stag antlers branching out of it.

      One of the spectators leaned into the woman next to him and whispered, “What’s the time?”

      The woman next to him checked her watch. “Two minutes till midnight.”

      “I paid a lot for this. I hope she’s worth it,” the man remarked.

      “She will be,” the woman replied.

      Arden’s hand slid over her pistol. Her heart raced. Her breathing quickened. She eyed the box. She knew who was inside. There was no further explanation needed. She had a choice. Run now or go for it. She didn’t know how she’d get out of here anyway. It was everything or nothing.

      She drew out her weapon and aimed it at the man with the antlers. “Hey!”

      All twelve spectators turned back to her, alarmed and silent.

      Arden kept her gun aimed. “On the ground. This is your only warning.”

      The twelve exchanged worried looks and slowly dropped to their knees and then faces.

      The man with the antlers still hadn’t moved.

      “You!” Arden shouted. “Open the box!”

      The men with antlers turned back. For the first time, Arden saw the front of his mask. It was half a deer skull bolted into a copper helmet. His eyes were black pits. The skeleton’s teeth were stained yellow. “You’ve made a horrible mistake.”

      Arden bounced her eyes between the man in the mask and the twelve on the ground. “Shut up and open it.”

      The headmaster stared at her.

      “Now!” she commanded.

      The man took the lid off.

      It clacked on the ground.

      Arden took a step forward, longing to steal a glance inside but knowing it was impossible from where she currently stood.

      “Pull her out.”

      The headmaster reached his hands inside and pulled out the little girl. She was dressed in sackcloth. Her perfect hair was a rat’s nest. Dark circles underlined her eyes. The headmaster put her on her feet right in front of him.

      “Scarlet, I’m here to take you home. Come here,” Arden said.

      The trembling actress looked up at the headmaster.

      He nodded.

      The little girl ran to Arden.

      Arden kept her gun aimed at the headmaster as Scarlet Gales embraced Arden. “Thank you.”

      “Not now,” Arden said, not looking away from the others in the room. “C’mon.” She took a few steps back as the others on the floor began to rise up. Arden closed the door behind her.

      She took Scarlet’s cold hand and ran.

      She burst into the ritual circle. The people within were in total shock. Arden kept her gun out and kept moving. She threatened to shoot anyone who moved. For people obsessed with hell, they were not so eager to get there.

      The time for thinking was over. Arden was moving, whisking the girl with her through the halls of the inferno. Shouts followed behind her. Doors flung open in her wake. She raced up the stairs and saw the guard trying to make sense of the confusion.

      In the heat of the moment, Arden flipped her gun around and slammed him in the face with the butt of her pistol. The plastic mask caved in, and the man went staggering back. Arden hit him again. She pushed Scarlet ahead, grabbed the dazed man’s collar, and pushed him down the stairs. Hearing him tumble, Arden slammed the door.

      “Joe!” she shouted into the darkness.

      Her partner came running out from the trees. His eyes were wide. His face bandana pressed against his beard as he ran.

      “What the hell is—”

      “Golf cart, now!” Arden commanded.

      Joe glanced around for a second until he found the cart. Arden followed behind him. The pain in her body screamed. Bolts of agony shot up her calves and made her queasy. Scarlet squeezed her hand tightly. Joe got into the cart first. Arden and Scarlet followed after.

      Joe flipped on the ignition and slammed his foot on the gas. The cart lurched forward.

      He sped through the orchard. “You could’ve tried to be quieter.”

      “Shut up and drive,” Arden replied.

      Scarlet held on to her waist. Arden kept one hand on her weapon and pulled out her flip phone with the other. She dialed the police.

      Joe weaved through the trees. He stayed off the trail on purpose.

      “State your emergency,” the operator said.

      “Radford Orchard. There’s a hut at the back of the orchard that is full of women and children being molested and attacked. I’ve just extracted Scarlet Gales. She’s alive but not well. We’re escaping now. Send help immediately.”

      Joe jerked the cart to the side, nearly flinging Arden out. They passed the first two guards before one started shouting.

      The operator continued, “Ma’am, I can hardly understand you.”

      “Radford Orchard! Send backup!”

      Arden hung up and used that hand to hold on to the cage bar. She kept her other hand on her weapon.

      Joe swerved as he passed by the estate. He deliberately turned off the road and raced down the trail. The cart bounced as it sped over uneven terrain.

      Scarlet shut her eyes tightly and held on to Arden’s waist like it was a life raft.

      Arden looked back, expecting to see resistance. It was quiet.

      One of the guards stood by the sealed gate. He saw them coming from far off.

      Joe shouted, “Open the gate!”

      The man stood there, confused. Arden shot into the sky.

      The loud pop convinced him she was serious.

      He started to pull open the gate. Joe didn’t slow down. The momentum had made Joe faster.

      It appeared he was going to hit it just before it was the size of the golf cart, but by the grace of God, they raced through the gap and reached the other side.

      After driving a quarter of a football field’s length, Joe whipped the golf car to the right and drove off-road. The Mustang was where they had left it.

      Joe slammed on the brakes and jumped out of the golf cart without turning it off.

      Pushing Scarlet along, Arden jogged around the front of the car and opened the passenger door. She lowered the seat and gestured for Scarlet to climb in. “Seat belt.”

      The eleven year old obeyed. By the time Arden got into her seat, Joe already had the car moving. They peeled out of the woods and got back onto the skinny, single-lane road.

      Arden kept looking back. The gate to the orchard remained sealed. She expected it to open. It didn’t.

      Joe floored the accelerator.

      The Mustang’s engine revved as it lurched forward.

      Did they really make it?

      Arden trembled from the rush. She glanced over at Scarlet and pulled down her bandana. “We’re getting you to safety, okay? I’ll make sure you see your parents tonight.”

      Scarlet mustered a weak smile. She could tell the girl had been through hell. She smelled putrid.

      As they raced down the street, Arden noticed the orchard’s gate starting to open.

      They reached a T-intersection. Joe took a sharp turn. The car drifted. Its back tires slipped off the road mid-turn. They kicked up dirt and gravel as Joe struggled to regain control of the car. It was slipping like a wet noodle. Fishtailing, Joe stomped on the brakes, nearly hitting a tree.

      Arden glared at him.

      “I know. I’m slowing down,” Joe replied as he reversed the vehicle

      “Just drive better.”

      “You’re not helping.”

      Joe straightened up the car and zipped ahead when the Escalade whipped around the corner. Its diamond blue headlights blinded Arden.

      “Go! Go! Go!” she yelled as the SUV gained on them.

      The road snaked through trees and swamps. It was hard for Joe to maintain speed and control.

      They reached one turn, but the SUV kept driving straight at them.

      Just as Arden opened her mouth, the large SUV slammed into Joe’s side of the car.

      Time slowed down as the tires dragged across the road and dirt. The side that was hit, lifted up, and the entire vehicle rolled.

      It smashed thin trees and bushes before landing upside down in swamp muck.

      Arden remembered feeling the impact.

      Then nothing.

      She smelled gas and swamp water

      A cold, watery sensation swirled around her fingers.

      Lightheaded, she opened her eyes.

      She was hanging upside down. Her arms were dangling above her head.

      Joe’s face rested in the spent airbag. He wasn’t moving.

      Arden glanced around as dirty water started to fill the cab. She glanced behind her, seeing Scarlet was knocked out. Blood poured from her lips and rolled up her face.

      The water reached Arden’s wrists. She started to move, but an agonizing pain across her chest prevented her. The seat belt had left a nasty bruise. She grimaced and tried again. She managed to unclip the seat belt. She fell headfirst into the water. Little spots dotted her visions. She reached into her pocket and downed two pain pills.

      Arden sat up as the water filled up to her waist. She shook Joe. He didn’t move.

      She unclipped his seat belt. His limp body crashed into the water. Arden rolled him over so his head was out of the swamp. The vehicle was filling up fast. Algae and wet leaves floated on the surface of the smelly water.

      She crawled back behind her and did the same for Scarlet. The girl would have a bruise on her head, but at least she’d be alive.

      Boom!

      Arden recoiled as a shotgun blast peppered the outside of the door.

      Arden rolled around to her back and kicked the window two times before it shattered. She grabbed her gun and quickly slipped out into the waist-high swamp water.

      There were no lights apart from the Mustang’s, which were already in the water.

      It had stopped sinking.

      Thirty feet away, The Escalade had two wheels in the swamp. Both of its lights had been shattered. The front end was crunched in. Arden crouched behind the Mustang’s engine.

      “The police are coming!” she shouted. “It’s over!”

      Boom!

      Another blast of buckshot slammed against the engine. Smoke billowed out.

      Arden scurried through the water. Her feet sank into the slimy floor. Her upper body brushed against the floating algae on the surface. She got behind a jagged tree trunk jutting from the water and took aim. A shadow moved near the Escalade.

      Arden pulled the trigger.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      It was too dark to tell if she had hit the target.

      Arden moved to a rear cover.

      Boom!

      The water exploded in front of her. She quickly dived below. She swam a few feet and resurfaced.

      She stayed completely still, knowing that any tremor in the water would be visible. She refused to think about what else could be in the swamp with her. Right now, she had to focus on the threats she could “see.”

      Arden kept an eye out for any more movement.

      Insects chippered.

      A mosquito drew blood from her neck.

      She waited.

      In the distance, police sirens sounded.

      She thought she saw something move in the woods nearby, but it could’ve been her imagination.

      Red and blue lights flashed over the trees and the Escalade’s glossy paint.

      One police car pulled over while another continued on ahead to the orchard.

      Two officers stepped out.

      Arden put her hands up. “Hey!”

      The cops shined their flashlights in her eyes.

      Arden recoiled.

      “Drop the weapon! Drop the weapon!” they shouted furiously.

      “Garold Grey is out there! He’s armed and extremely dangerous!” Arden shouted back.

      “Drop the weapon right now!” The police aimed their guns at her.

      Arden put her pistol down on a jagged tree trunk. She kept her arms high above her head. “Don’t you hear me? Garold’s still around!”

      “Where’s the girl?” one of the cops yelled.

      “In the car,” Arden replied. “She’s alive, but she needs immediate medical assistance.”

      Scanning her surroundings, she moved through the swamp and got out to dry land

      One of the officers pointed at the flipped Mustang. “In there?”

      Chattering, Arden nodded. She crossed her arms tightly. The world swayed around her. It must have been a side effect of the pain pills.

      One of the officers told her to have a seat.

      She did and said, “Bring backup. There are more captives in the orchard.”

      One cop responded. “Let us do our jobs, okay?”

      “I don’t think you understand—”

      The cop glared at her.

      Arden’s face turned to stone. She shut her eyes, trying to find solitude. None came.

      Not wanting to get their pants wet, the cops stared at the flipped Mustang.

      “I’ll get her,” Arden suggested.

      That prompted one of the officers to trudge through the swamp. He hated every step. Finally, he arrived at the Mustang.

      A hand reached out from the broken window and grabbed his shirt.

      The cop yelled and quickly stepped back.

      Joe withdrew his hand. His face was maddened with pain, confusion, and the raw instinct to survive. The cop commanded him to exit the vehicle. He did so. When he spotted Arden in the distance, he calmed down.

      Joe lowered the seat and helped the officer retrieve the girl.

      Arden kept watching for Garold. The sound of woodland creatures filled the vacant silence. He was either hiding or long gone.

      The cop refused to hold the little girl, so Joe carried her limp body. He walked out of the water. The little girl rested in his arms. Her head was laid back, her eyes were closed, and her mouth was slightly open.

      The cop looked down at Arden. “Is it just the three of you?”

      Arden stared at the girl, lost in cynical thought.

      The cop repeated himself.

      Arden replied, “Yeah…”

      The ambulance and another cop car roared through the back road and arrived. The EMTs loaded the girl.

      Arden and Joe were going to follow behind when the original cops stopped them. “You two will come with us.”

      “We need help.” Joe replied, half-dazed.

      “And you’ll get it, but right now, you’ll do as we say,” the cop said without leaving room for negotiation.

      Not in the mood to fight, Joe and Arden got a blanket around their shoulders and sat in the back seat of the police cruiser. The officer closed the door.

      A sudden fear pulled at her heart.

      She realized that she had never told the officers about the girl, yet that was the first thing they asked about. She put that worry to rest, remembering what she told the operator at the local police station. Arden rested her head back. Her red hair dripped swamp water. The scabs on her body had split open. Her mind kept racing.

      Why didn’t they bring backup? Why only send one car to the orchard? Why didn’t they ask about Garold? Where were they taking her? This wasn’t right. She’d been in a car accident. She needed to be looked at by the EMTs, but they had barely given her a glance.

      Arden tried her door handle.

      Locked.

      Panic set in. The police officers entered the vehicle and shut their doors.

      Arden kept her mouth shut. She tried her best to look calm, while inside, she was shouting. The ambulance drove away first before her squad car started going forward.

      The police didn’t do anything about the flipped car or totaled Escalade. Weren’t there people they had for that? Perhaps it was her medication that was throwing her off. She’d been in a car crash too. Concussion maybe?

      The police cruiser drove down the windy roads.

      Ominous woods and the decrepit swamp lined her trek.

      Arden chewed the inside of her cheek as she awaited her fate.
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      Bruised, weary, and drenched in swamp water, private investigators Arden Briar and Joe Carmon sat in the back of the Jamesville police cruiser.

      Their bloodshot eyes aimed forward. Towels rested over their shoulders. Water sloshed inside of Arden’s shoe as she anxiously tapped her right leg. Covered in cuts, splits, and bruises, the soles of her feet screamed in pain. Her heart pounded irregularly, and her short red hair dripped musky water down her freckled cheeks.

      Joe didn’t look much better.

      Six foot four and built like an ox, the retired Marine had a buzz cut, a lumberjack beard, and naturally slanted eyebrows that made him look furious. He wore a heavy-lidded, dazed expression on his haunted face. He grimaced every time he moved his neck. Blood leaked from his busted nose and down his facial hair.

      Untamed wilderness encroached on the edges of the dark country road. They were near the small town of Jamesville, Georgia. It was an inconsequential blip on the map and consisted of a few hundred residences scattered throughout miles of woods, fields, and swamps.

      The cruiser kept a steady pace as it distanced itself from Joe’s flipped Ford Mustang and the shootout that had occurred thirty minutes ago.

      It went without saying that the investigators had gone through hell.

      A few days ago, they embarked on a case to find and recover television superstar Scarlet Gales. She was an eleven-year-old Southern belle who had vanished during a private party. Arden and Joe, two unorthodox P.I.s hellbent on stopping pedophiles and rescuing captives, followed the girl’s trail to Jamesville. The rural town was an easy place to hide a body... or host a Luciferian party for a small sect of the Hollywood elite based out of Atlanta.

      Sneaking their way into a private orchard, Arden and Joe found Scarlet in the midst of the debauchery. They extracted Scarlet but didn’t get far before Scarlet’s producer and abductor, Garold Grey, had rammed their car into a shallow swamp.

      Arden kept Garold away long enough for the police to arrive.

      An ambulance took Scarlet away. A pair of local police officers loaded Arden and Joe into the back of their cruiser. This would’ve been normal if both the investigators weren’t edging toward death’s door. Or if Garold weren’t still running free in the surrounding woods.

      Dripping wet, Arden trembled and held fast to the ends of the warm towel. Bulletproof plastic and metal fencing divided the front and back seats. Arden could only see the edges of the officers’ shoulders. The dispatch lady on the police radio chattered quietly.

      Arden spoke up, “Hey.”

      The cop in the passenger seat glanced at the rearview mirror. He was short but bulky. His face was relatively unassuming. His apathetic eyes were the color of dirty ice. His expression displayed annoyance.

      Arden continued speaking, “Where are they taking Scarlet?”

      The cop had a deep Southern drawl. “Memorial Hospital.”

      “You know there are more victims back at the orchard,” Arden said with unintentional rudeness. The fatigue that drained her body brought out her bad side.

      The cop glared at her for a moment. “We called for backup.”

      “You’re going to need more than one car,” Arden replied.

      The cop turned to the road ahead, willfully ignoring her.

      Something didn’t feel right in Arden’s spirit. It was like she was next to a tea kettle about to scream.

      A pensive look overtook Joe’s face. He felt it, too.

      Around them, trees blurred in the darkness. Millions of stars dotted the sky.

      The driver turned off the main road and started down a skinny dirt path.

      Joe sat up in alarm. “Where are we going?”

      “Shortcut,” the curt cop sitting shotgun replied.

      Arden’s shoulder muscles tightened. She drew the towel around her, making herself small. The car rumbled on the dirt road.

      The dispatcher on the police radio was surprisingly calm. There was no report about the girl being found or a raid on the orchard where the party was currently being held.

      The cop in the passenger seat noticed Arden was listening and turned down the radio knob.

      Like death’s shadow, silence filled the police cruiser.

      A tear of swamp water rolled down Arden’s cheek and dangled at the corner of her sharp jaw.

      Joe leaned over to tell her something.

      In the rearview, the cops locked on him. Arden hadn’t noticed it before, but the officers had the same nose bridge, eye color, and scrunched mouth shape. They must be brothers.

      Knowing that he wasn’t going to say anything with the threat of being heard, Joe withdrew himself from Arden.

      The squad car slowed down and stopped at the side of the road.

      Joe’s face turned red in fury. “Why are we stopping?”

      The cops stepped out simultaneously.

      They drew out their pistols as they walked to the back doors.

      “God help us,” Joe mumbled.

      Arden and Joe took off their seatbelts and scrambled to get into a better position where they could defend themselves.

      The doors were yanked open.

      The officers quickly backed up two paces and aimed at Joe and Arden.

      The car’s interior lights illuminated the cop’s stony faces.

      “Out of the car,” the one on Joe’s side said.

      Joe smirked in rage. “You’re really going to shoot us in your own backseat?”

      The cop trained his gun on Joe’s head. “In a small town like this, I can get a mechanic in twenty. We’re all family here.”

      Arden raised her arms slightly and locked eyes with the driver. She tried to draw up sympathy with a desperate look. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Get out,” the driver commanded.

      Arden slowly exited the car. The officer took another few steps back. His gun stayed aimed at Arden’s chest. The terror of looking down a loaded gun sent pins and needles across her body.

      “Whatever they are paying you, it’s not worth it,” Arden said carefully.

      Joe said, “You know what these people do? They take children, for God’s sake.”

      “Start walking,” the curt cop commanded Joe.

      Arden caught a glimpse of their name tags: Officer J. Parker and Officer R. Parker.

      J was taller, leaner, and had deep-set eyes. He was the driver.

      R had a mean mug and thicker muscles. Both of them wore their spiffy police uniforms.

      Leaving no room for protest, they marched Arden and Joe into the woods.

      Insects chirped. Mosquitoes nipped at Arden’s skin. A cold gust slapped against her face. She quietly mumbled prayers as she dragged her feet down the old game trail. Arden’s terror turned to guilt and anger. She should’ve suspected the police were involved in all this mess. Only God knew how long the rituals had been occurring in Jamesville.

      The officers kept their flashlights aimed at Arden’s and Joe’s feet.

      “Run and we’ll shoot you,” R warned.

      Every step away from the cop car was another step away from hope.

      The woods tempted Arden, but if she ran now, where would she go? Her phone was fried. Her car was gone. She had no allies in these parts. Even if she got away from the cops, it would all be over for her.

      Her mind raced to Scarlet’s fate. Was the ambulance a sham, too?

      Arden’s teeth chattered.

      They stepped into a small clearing. Loose dirt covered the ground.

      “On your knees,” R commanded.

      Arden and Joe stopped parallel to each other. Joe gave her a guilty look.

      Arden’s expression implied a sympathetic, “I know.”

      Joe’s seventeen-year-old daughter and two-year-old grandson waited for him to come home tonight.

      The investigators’ knees hit the cold dirt.

      At the cop’s command, they locked their fingers behind their heads.

      Arden felt heat rush to her face. She knew she’d start crying soon. She fought it, reminding herself that she had died the moment she was baptized. She was closer to paradise than ever before. If anything, she should be happy, but there was still so much more work to do. That didn’t stop the waterworks. She fought it harder. Her face turned cherry red. Tears rolled down her face. Saliva gathered in her mouth. She felt like she would vomit.

      The soft scruffy sound of digging filled the back of her ear.

      Joe looked over his shoulder.

      R quickly smacked the back of Joe’s head with his pistol.

      “Oof,” Joe said as he nearly fell face first in the dirt.

      Fighting tears of his own, he straightened up. It wasn’t out of obedience. It was out of dignity. He refused to die a coward.

      Arden heard the creak of an opening chest.

      Two spades were tossed in front of Arden and Joe.

      Weapons, Arden immediately thought.

      She hungrily reached for the handle.

      “Don’t!” one of the officers said.

      Arden stopped her outstretched hand.

      The officer continued, “Grab it slowly and start digging, both of you.”

      Arden and Joe each grabbed a spade. Arden felt some of her power come back to her. If she could only see the cops behind her, she could—

      “Dig!” the officer’s shout interrupted her thoughts.

      Staying on their knees, Joe and Arden started shoveling dirt. Every time the point of the spade pierced the ground, Arden imagined the men behind her. Sweat replaced the water that had once drenched her.

      The hole got deeper and deeper.

      Her shoulders cried out in pain. Her palms blistered.

      Joe worked in quiet silence. The deeper the hole became, the more rage built in his face until a vein bulged in his creased forehead.

      The cops kept their flashlights shining upon them.

      Arden’s knees were killing her. She stood up in the two-foot hole.

      “Down!” the officer said.

      “It’ll help me dig faster,” Arden replied.

      The officers didn’t respond.

      Arden stayed standing, taking a breather. She scanned her surroundings, hoping to see some way out. There was none.

      She bent over and kept digging.

      The officers laughed as they looked at her rear.

      Arden wanted to jam the shovel in their laughing faces. Instead, she kept quiet. She prayed, unsure if she should say “forgive them for they know not what they do,” or to ask for the fire of God to fall upon them. Despite every part of her being screaming the opposite, Arden prayed the former. She wondered what a testimony it would be if the two men that murdered her became missionaries and proclaimers of the gospel. It may seem like a fallacy, but that’s what faith looked like sometimes. Also, it made her dying worth it.

      Joe and Arden were four feet in now.

      Their muscles cramped. The sky was starting to turn from black to dark indigo. Maybe she’d get to see the sun shine one last time. That would be a treat.

      Arden used the top of her forearm to wipe the sweat from her brow. It left a dirty smear. She was covered up to her biceps in dirt. It stained her torso and legs, too. She drove the spade into the ground again.

      “Stop,” the officer said.

      Arden and Joe both paused their digging and took a breath.

      Joe’s haunted eyes were filled with bloodthirsty rage.

      Holding her spade to her side, Arden gave him a brief, sad smile. Fear still clawed at her heart, but she didn’t want to die a teary mess. She accepted the inevitable. The moment she did was the moment she realized just how tired she was. For the past six years, she’d been snaking her way through the slimiest places, dealing with the vilest people, and fighting a fight that she knew could never be won. Maybe it was time to rest. She could use a good sleep.

      “Toss back the spades,” one of the officers commanded.

      Arden closed her eyes and drew in the breeze. She imagined the sunshine that would fall upon her shortly.

      “Spades!” the officer commanded.

      Arden’s fantasy ended.

      The incoming sunlight cast the officer’s shadows over them. For the first time, they had an idea where the cops were standing.

      She traded looks with Joe.

      The gears turned in his head as they looked at the shadows.

      “Do it now!” the officer commanded.

      Quicker than Arden could blink, Joe twisted his torso and flung his shovel. The spade slashed through the air and lodged in J. Parker’s neck.

      Arden didn’t have time to think. It was like something possessed her body and caused her to run out of the ditch and attack the second officer.

      Time slowed.

      Red ribbons flowed out of the first officer’s neck as he tumbled backward. The second officer, though aiming at Arden, was too busy screaming at his brother that he didn’t see Arden jump on him.

      The two of them slammed into the dirt.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      The officer’s gun discharged three times as he hit the ground.

      Arden felt the bullets zip by her side, but none pierced her.

      She raised the shade’s point above her head and brought it down on the man’s face. One hit, two hits, three hits, four, and then Arden stopped counting.

      She heard a roar as she shut her eyes. It took a moment to realize that the shout was coming from her own mouth.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw a man with no face. She quickly scrambled off the body, leaving the bloodstained spade behind. She got about two yards away before losing her small lunch near a tree.

      Dry heaving, she rested her palm on the trunk. She noticed the crimson stain all up and down her dirty forearm. Hot tears of blood dripped down her stark-white face.

      Horrified, she turned back to Joe. He stood over the two bodies. He opened and closed his right fist like he was squeezing a stress ball. He showed no emotion.

      Arden sank down to her knees and sobbed. “Oh, God,” she repeated over and over again.

      She pulled her knees close and trembled.

      Joe stepped over the officers and hovered next to her.

      He looked down at his feet and frowned. No words escaped his lips. After a moment, he said softly. “Help me bury them.”

      He turned back to the dead cops.

      Arden didn’t move. She didn’t know what to do. She’d never killed anyone. People would look for them. They’d look for Arden. Death would’ve been easier. It had to be. But, yet, somehow, someway, she was still breathing. Was this God’s plan, or was she just dodging judgment day? Arden didn’t have the answers. That only made her cry more. Soon, no more tears flowed. Her head throbbed. It hurt to clench her eyes shut.

      She found enough courage to unroll from her ball. Ahead of her, Joe had already put the first body into the grave. The second one was still lying out on the dirt. Joe grabbed his ankles.

      Seeing his struggle, Arden found her feet again and floated over to him. She grabbed the man’s wrists. They lifted the man a few feet off the ground and swung him into the hole. His body tumbled over his brother’s.

      Silent, the two of them mindlessly grabbed their spades and started burying the bodies. Arden noticed that Joe had left out the guns. When the bodies were concealed, Joe gave Arden one of the pistols and clipped the other to his belt.

      Joe sniffled and said. “We can’t take the cop car. They’ll track us.”

      “What then?” Arden asked aimlessly.

      With heavy-lidded eyes, Joe glanced around.

      The morning birds sang.

      Joe said, “Pick a direction.”

      Arden’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

      “It’s this, or we turn ourselves in,” Joe said. “Which story do you think they’ll believe? The one about the two rogue P.I.s who stumbled upon a cult and were ambushed by corrupt police officers, or the one about psychos that murdered officers in cold blood?”

      Arden wanted to argue, but she knew he was right.

      She compromised. “East.”

      The two of them set off that way.

      Tired, broken, bloody, they hiked through the woods without direction or a plan. Arden kept her eyes on the sunrise, hoping and praying for something to happen.

      Time dragged on.

      Arden fought to keep her eyes open.

      Her legs were jelly.

      The world felt surreal.

      She wondered if she really died down in that hole and this was all some post-death fantasy.

      She lost her balance and landed face first in a bed of ferns.

      Joe scooped her up. He was too tired to carry her, so the two of them leaned on one another until they saw the house in the distance.

      Next to it were a small garden and a fenced-in chicken coop.

      The house looked empty. They traded looks.

      Hope.

      Reinvigorated, they hurried to the porch of the house, hoping that they could bust in and get some water.

      As they neared, the front door opened...
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      The Pit

      

      The world stopped.

      With one arm around each other, Arden and Joe froze. Dirt and dried blood tarnished their sweaty bodies.

      The woman standing at the cabin’s threshold eyed them. She was in her late fifties and wore overalls stained with paint. Her wiry gray hair sat in a loose bun. Old laugh lines creased around her chapped lips. She wore no makeup on her leathery face. Her sapphire eyes shined with youth and wisdom. A chipped wedding ring hung her on her finger. The snub nose revolver she held by her side sunk down her left shoulder. Her finger stayed off the trigger.

      Neither party spoke.

      Breathless tension held in the air.

      It was only a matter of who would draw their weapon first.

      Arden noticed that the revolver wasn’t automatic. The woman would only have time to blast one of them before the other took her out.

      Would it be worth the risk? They had no quarrels against this woman. Killing two bad men was enough. Arden wasn’t going to add this woman to her list.

      Arden slowly reached for her gun.

      The old woman eyed her but didn’t raise her weapon.

      Cautiously, Arden unclipped the pistol and tossed it on the soft grass.

      “What are you doing?” Joe whispered.

      Arden raised her hands and knelt down.

      The woman kept eyeing her.

      Arden spoke up, “You’re not going to believe anything I’m about to tell you, but all I ask is that you hear me out. Is that fair?”

      Joe spoke through his teeth, “Arden. Please.”

      The woman kept silent.

      Arden started from the moment Charles and Gracie Gales hired them to find Scarlet. She didn’t remember much of what she said or how she said it, but soon she was all caught up and confessing that she had just killed two police officers.

      Arden realized that the whole time she spoke, she hadn’t looked at the woman. When she finally did, the woman seemed unfazed.

      “Well?” Arden asked with a cracked voice.

      “Well, what?” the woman replied.

      “Will you help us?” Arden asked desperately.

      The woman eyed them. “Y’all are some stupid criminals.”

      “I’d prefer the word honest,” Joe added.

      Arden begged her with her eyes.

      “Wait here,” the woman returned inside.

      Joe glared at Arden. “Are you crazy?”

      “Did you want me to lie to her?”

      “I want you to use your brain,” Joe said. “She’s going to call the police.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      A certain darkness fell over Joe’s face. “Whatever it takes to get home to my family.”

      “That’s not who we are, Joe,” Arden said sternly.

      Joe didn’t reply.

      Dogs barked in the distance.

      The two of them listened closely.

      They heard voices.

      “Canine unit,” Arden said.

      Joe cursed.

      Arden wondered if these cops were corrupt, too. Her pulse pounded as she waited to find out.

      The homeowner returned to the porch with a key in her hand. She opened her mouth to speak but stopped herself. She cocked her head to the side. She heard the dogs as well. It was hard to gauge their distance.

      Make a choice, woman, Arden thought.

      Her fate was in God’s hands now.

      The woman hurried down the step and hung a left around the house. Arden and Joe stayed put as they watched the woman move across the yard.

      Without looking back, she said. “Come on, will you?”

      Hesitating, Arden and Joe hurried to catch up with her. The woman moved past her vegetable garden and to a small pile of plywood. She quickly moved it aside, revealing a metal hatch. She used the key she held to unlock it and yanked it open. Below was a ladder that descended into darkness.

      The dogs’ barking and people’s shouting grew louder.

      “Are you in or out?” the woman asked.

      “Why are you helping us?” Joe replied.

      “Just choose,” the woman demanded.

      Not wasting time, Arden started climbing down. Joe followed.

      “Find the lantern,” the woman said and sealed the hatch.

      Darkness immediately enveloped Arden and Joe.

      Arden cautiously stepped down from the final rung and found the solid concrete floor.

      She blindly groped in the darkness. Her dirt-crusted fingers found the wall. She felt along it until she found a corner. With her eyes closed or open, it made no difference. She reached out until her hand knocked something over. She got down on all fours and felt the floor until she discovered the cylindrical shape of the lantern. She rotated it in her dirty palms until she found the switch and flipped it on.

      She winced at the bright light. She squinted and surveyed the area. Before her was a bunker with an arched ceiling. There was a kitchen area, shelves packed with MREs, a small lounging area, and a second room with a few cots inside.

      Joe finished his descent. His tired eyes scanned the underground vault. “Maybe there is a God after all.”

      He stepped ahead and got a bottle of water from the shelf. He stopped himself from opening it and tossed it to Arden.

      She was delayed in catching it. The bottle bounced and rolled to a stop at the bottom of the ladder. Arden walked that way and bent down to get it. When she had her hand around it, she looked up at the sealed hatch. Though she couldn’t hear the outside world, she envisioned the police and dogs lurking around up top. If that hatch opened, it would be over for her.

      She unscrewed the cap and downed it in a single go. She tossed the water bottle aside and turned back to Joe. He had already killed two bottles and was starting on his third.

      Arden dragged her numb feet over to him. She grabbed another bottle. Instead of drinking it, she poured it down her face. Mud and blood puddled around her feet. She noticed some Army washing toilettes nearby. She grabbed the box and tore it open, spilling out some of the contents. She grabbed one, removed the packaging, and rubbed it over her face and neck. After burning through the pads to clean her arms and face, she crashed on the couch.

      She shut her eyes, promising Joe she would just rest for a moment.

      She saw blackness all around her.

      Light appeared in the distance.

      In the bowels of a dark tunnel, she shielded her eyes from the light and kept going forward. The moment she passed into the light, she felt a warmth that she’d never experienced. Her body became weightless. She glanced around and saw different young men and women. She recognized some of them as the people she’d helped save, while others were strangers. They looked so calm and content. Arden glanced up and saw another figure in all white.

      She took his hands, and they slowly danced. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt. It was terrifying and wonderful. She was home. Soon darkness encroached on her surroundings.

      Arden knew it was coming for her. She kept dancing as the people she had rescued faded away. Soon it was just her and the man.

      He whispered to her, “Live.”

      Darkness flooded in.

      Arden opened her eyes, looking up at the curved ceiling above her. A sudden coughing spell overtook her. She rolled over on the cot and hacked away. Sniffling, she noticed her clean hands. Fresh band-aids padded her busted knuckles. She looked down at herself, seeing that she was wearing a clean T-shirt and sweats. She smelled fresh.

      She glanced around, noticing that she was surrounded by a rippled green curtain. She rolled to her back for a moment, collected herself, and then sat up. Her feet touched down on the icy concrete floor. She shuddered. She forced herself to stand but only got an inch before losing her balance. She stayed seated on the cot, noticing it was a simple thin mattress on a frame. The frame was a few feet off the ground and was held to the wall by taut chains mounted into the cement wall. There were no EKG monitors or other medical equipment.

      Arden tucked her hair behind her ear and yawned. She tried to stand again. This time, she got up without her knees buckling. She grabbed the curtain. Its rings screeched against the metal bar as she pulled it open.

      The room was roughly twelve by sixteen feet.

      Across from her was another curtain forming a half-circle around a cot.

      To her left was a sealed metal door with a fogged glass window. A third cot with an open curtain was on the back wall. No one slept in that one.

      There were caged lights systematically mounted on the walls.

      She reached over to the curtain in front of her and carefully dragged it to the side.

      Joe rested on the thin mattress. A pair of gray sweats covered his legs. Apart from that, he wasn’t dressed. His bulky arms were crossed over his hairy chest. His eyes were closed, and a frown was on his stoic face.

      Arden took a step back and closed the curtain.

      She tiptoed to the door and tried to steal a look through the fogged glass. Blobs of wall lights were visible, but there didn’t seem to be any movement.

      Arden opened the door and stepped through.

      Arden walked through the bunker, grimacing as the cold concrete aggravated her sore feet. A 1950s jukebox and wood box TV faced the living room’s couch. The furniture design reflected that of a nuclear family. Framed posters of Casablanca, King Kong, and other classic movies decorated the walls.

      She found the bathroom. It contained a single toilet and bathtub/shower hybrid. Arden turned the shower dial. The water didn’t work. She examined herself in the mirror.

      Purple bruises painted her neck. Dark circles underlined her bloodshot eyes. Her freckled face had a sickly pale hue, and her red hair was a mess. She examined the taut muscles on her arms, earned from years in the gym and practicing kickboxing. Her body was lean and rippled like a washboard. There were scars across her skin from the many fights she had been in as a child. Each one reminded her of the various orphanages she had attended. Some were from fighting other kids. Some were from the “hands-on” caretakers. She remembered how she and her sister would run, hide, and fight. Thinking of Patricia brought back old pain. She could hardly wash the image of her ghastly cadaver from her mind. The men who killed her were still out there. Arden’s soul didn’t want revenge, but her flesh cried out for it. Six years had passed since Patricia’s murder. Arden still had trouble letting go.

      Hunger created invisible shapes in her stomach. She searched the supply shelves and grabbed a chocolate bar from amidst the nonperishable items. Taking a bite out of the hard candy, she made her way to the ladder. She craned her neck back to the sealed hatch and climbed the rungs until she reached the turn dial. She twisted it until she was red in the face, but it didn’t budge. She tried again, feeling the blister reopen on her palms. The sharp stinging feeling didn’t stop her from trying. Nevertheless, the dial wouldn’t turn.

      She descended back into the shelter and made her way to Joe’s cot. She pulled back the curtain and shook his shoulder. His eyes shot open. Before Arden could blink, he had his hands around her neck. His thick fingers pressed into her bruises.

      She fought to push words out of her crushed windpipe. “Joe.”

      The realization of his actions flushed over his stoic face, and he quickly released her. “Sorry.” He rubbed his bear-like hand down his face and sat up.

      Arden coughed, feeling phlegm rise from the depths of her throat. She quickly swallowed it. Feeling disgusting, Arden said, “We’re locked in.”

      Joe looked around with tired, half-closed eyes. “I know.”

      Arden was taken back by the response. “Uh, shouldn’t we find a way out?”

      “And be hounded by the police? I’ll stay put,” Joe replied.

      “I thought you were the one who wanted to get out of here in the first place?”

      Joe gave her a deadpan look. “I don’t want to be here, either, but it is what it is. Mrs. Keller will come down when the dust settles.”

      Arden tried to process the information. “How long have we been down here?”

      “Two days,” Joe replied.

      Arden felt lightheaded.

      Joe stood and stretched. “Mrs. Keller kept us hidden from the police and gave us clean clothes. I’m surprised you don’t remember changing.”

      “I hardly remember anything,” Arden replied. It was a miracle the woman trusted them. “Did Mrs. Keller say anything about the news?”

      Joe smirked in frustration. “You can ask her. She doesn’t have WiFi or cable.”

      Arden’s head throbbed. “When will she be back?”

      “Tonight. After dark,” Joe said. He nodded at the wall clock. It read 9:23 am.

      Arden sank down on Joe’s cot. She felt the walls of the bunker closing in around her.

      Joe noticed her discontentment. He said, “Hey.”

      Arden looked up at him.

      “We’ll make it through this,” Joe replied.

      “When did you become the optimist?” Arden replied.

      A sorrowful grin briefly appeared on Joe’s face. “What other choice do I have?” He walked out.

      Fears flooded Arden’s mind. What if Mrs. Keller was in with the people who took Scarlet? What if something happened to Mrs. Keller and Arden had to spend the rest of her life trapped in here? Those things were in God’s hands, Arden concluded. She knew she’d go insane if she kept stressing about it.

      She joined Joe in the main room and took a seat on the couch. Joe ate dried fruit rations from a package. The two of them didn’t say much as they shared the small meal.

      The AC clicked on. Its arctic chill carried the dusty scent into the bunker.

      Arden leaned back into the comfy cushions. “What do you think will happen to Jessica?”

      Joe set his jaw and shook his head. “I don’t know. I have an emergency cash box at the house. If things get sticky, she’ll have to use that.”

      Arden’s eyes watered. “I’m sorry, Joe.”

      “Why?” he asked. “What did you do?”

      “If I had known this case—”

      “We both agreed to this,” Joe replied. “There’s no way we could’ve known how things would turn out. I knew the risks.”

      Arden shut her eyes and said a quiet prayer for the girl.

      Joe interrupted her. “We’re going to stop these guys. We’ll either put them in cuffs or put them in the ground.”

      Arden felt his fire. She tried not to think about the cop she had killed. It was like her mind put up a mental barrier, keeping her from seeing his mulched face.

      The rest of the day dragged on. Arden napped, prayed, and listened to music on the jukebox.

      Hours later, the hatch opened.

      Arden felt like it was Christmas morning.

      Wearing a flashlight on her head and holding a basket full of fresh vegetables, Mrs. Keller closed the hatch behind her and descended into the bunker. Arden only got a glimpse of the night sky.

      Arden and Joe joined Mrs. Keller in the kitchen and helped her unload the squash, tomatoes, and zucchinis.

      “How is it out there?” Joe asked.

      “I saw two police cars passing the house twice today and a helicopter. They certainly aren’t giving up,” Mrs. Keller replied.

      Arden set out the final vegetable on the counter. She rested her palms on the edge and looked over at the woman. “How did you keep them away?”

      “No one knows I have this shelter.” Mrs. Keller looked at the candy wrappers and unkempt beds. “I can see you’ve made yourself at home.”

      Arden smiled awkwardly. “Were we not supposed to? We’re kind of trapped.”

      Mrs. Keller glared at her. “You weren’t supposed to have the police scouting around my land, but here we are.”

      Guilt created a knot in Arden’s stomach. “I’m sorry for the trouble we’ve caused you.”

      “Honey, you owe me a lot more than an apology,” Mrs. Keller said.

      Arden agreed with the woman.

      Mrs. Keller continued, “Any sane person would’ve turned you in in a heartbeat.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Arden asked.

      The rugged old woman scrutinized the two of them with her sapphire eyes. “Enjoy your night. I’ll check on you tomorrow.” Mrs. Keller turned toward the ladder.

      “Wait,” Arden grabbed her arm.

      Mrs. Keller’s eyes became daggers. Arden quickly let go. Without another word, she climbed up the ladder.

      Arden and Joe watched her go.

      She sealed the hatch behind her.

      Arden turned to Joe. “Did she say anything to you these last few days?”

      “She’s not much of a talker.”

      Arden nervously chewed the inside of her cheek. She headed back to her cot, closed the curtains, and lay down. As soon as the clock struck midnight, all of the electronics powered off. Arden lay in pitch blackness with nothing but her thoughts.

      Arden spent the next day reading books from the shelf. There were classic novels and encyclopedias. She spent a lot of time praying for Scarlet.

      Joe found a set of dumbbells, took off his shirt, and worked out. The cords of muscle under his hairy arms contracted every time he did a rep. He caught Arden looking. She quickly went back to reading.

      Mrs. Keller returned that night with some freshly cooked bread and pasta.

      Avoiding all of Arden’s questions, she returned back up to the surface.

      It went on like that for three days.

      Sitting in the bunker drove Arden stir-crazy. She turned most of her pent-up energy into prayer and fitness. She’d pace and pray and then jogged laps through the bunker. Her wounds were healing, albeit slowly, but she was on the road to recovery.

      Joe slowed his fitness routine to read, listen to the jukebox, or occasionally watch Arden. She’d lock eyes with him as she jogged by and wondered what he was thinking. Knowing their rich history, she thought they would spend more time together, but Joe was mostly silent. Arden noticed him reading the same books she was, but he didn’t start a conversation.

      Arden invited him to spar a few times, but he shook his head.

      “What’s wrong?” Arden taunted after taking ten laps around the bunker. “Scared you’ll get a little bruise?”

      Joe glanced up from his book and sized her up. “I’m not worried.”

      Arden chuckled. “Okay, tough guy, talk is cheap.”

      Reluctantly, Joe put aside his book. He stood up and faced Arden. “You know I spent years practicing close-quarters combat.”

      Like lightning, Arden jabbed his nose. She controlled her hit to keep from busting it.

      Joe staggered back. He checked his nose for blood. There was none. “Cheap shot.”

      “You’re just slow.” Arden gave him a wry smile and a jab to his kidney.

      “That’s it,” Joe said. He charged toward Arden.

      She got out of his way and tripped him. Joe caught himself before hitting face-first on the floor. He went after another tackle, this time successfully wrapping his arms around Arden. Her back popped in his bear-hug embrace. He slammed both of them onto the couch. They hit the backboard, and it teetered over. They tumbled across the floor.

      The moment Joe loosened his grip, Arden slipped out and rolled away from him. Both standing, Joe sent a few wild hits her way, but Arden avoided them all. Joe grunted and caught his breath.

      Arden cracked a smile. “Don’t beat yourself up. I’ve been doing this for years, remember?”

      Without warning, Joe slammed into her and sent them both to the floor. Arden lost her breath as the large man pinned her to the cold floor. His heart beat against her own as he held his grizzly forearm over her neck. “You yield?”

      “I’ve fought bigger than you,” Arden taunted. She punched him in the side, but it did little damage.

      Joe swiftly adjusted himself to have a better pin on her. Their faces were a breath’s length apart. Arden stared into Joe’s haunted eyes. She could almost see the dozens of hurts in his past.

      Her pulse quickened. Her body heated up.

      Joe used his free hand to brush away some hair from Arden’s face. The hurt in his eyes began to dissipate into something else. He looked at her like she was some kind of rare find.

      His lips got closer to her.

      Arden held her breath. It had been a long time since she’d been this close to anyone, literally and emotionally. Pent-up feelings started to bubble to the surface. She felt blood rush to her face.

      Turning her eyes away from him, Arden pushed gently against his hard chest. “Okay. You win. Can I get up now?”

      Joe didn’t move.

      Arden’s mind started racing in a different direction.

      After a moment that lasted a little too long, Joe rolled off her. The two of them lay beside each other and stared up at the arched ceiling. Arden’s heart pounded. She fought the physical urges and felt herself losing.

      She shut her eyes, seeing images of her sister’s pale face and the dozens of victims Arden had rescued. Many of them were drugged, bloody, and abused. They had dead eyes and hollow looks. It was like their souls had left and all that remained was an emotionless sack of meat. She didn’t know why these thoughts were coming now. She longed for some kind of release from this mental prison.

      Joe’s arm unintentionally rested against hers.

      She could hear his soft breathing that seemed to mimic hers.

      Perhaps just a simple kiss… it wouldn’t hurt. A million justifications rushed through her mind.

      Body burning, Arden quickly got to her feet and headed for the bathroom. She closed the door behind her and took a deep breath. A thought beckoned her to leave the room and to get lost with Joe. Even if it was just for a few moments, she could escape reality.

      Arden grabbed the edges of the sink. She tried to remind herself of all the past lovers she’d had before coming to Christ. They were all disasters and left her hurt, feeling worthless. Even with that history, the temptation only grew stronger. Her thoughts spun in a million different directions. The last thing she needed was to fall into some fling with Joe. It would result in personal guilt and shame and also confusion in their relationship. Nevertheless, her fleshly desires strengthened. It had been so long since she felt this way that she’d forgotten how powerful the urge was. She took a deep breath and held it in. On the inside, she heard a soft voice saying, “When you’re weak, you are strong.”

      Was it God? Arden didn’t know. She felt her best course of action was to stay in the bathroom until the feelings faded. It took an embarrassingly long amount of time. When she felt she had some grip on her emotions, she stepped out and saw Joe flipping through the songs on the jukebox.

      He looked over his shoulder. “You good?”

      “Yeah,” Arden replied briefly as she headed for her cot.

      She read her book to get her mind off things.

      Mrs. Keller arrived at the usual time that night.

      Arden invited her to stay to eat with them. After some hesitation, she sat down at the small square table. They broke bread together and dug into the meal. It was pork chops, mashed potatoes, and homemade gravy. The sound of forks scraping plates replaced conversation.

      Arden took note of the woman’s wedding ring. “You married, Mrs. Keller?”

      Mrs. Keller stopped her fork halfway to her mouth. She lowered it. A neutral expression fell over her sun-kissed face. “For eighteen years.”

      “Congratulations,” Joe said.

      “He’s not around anymore,” Mrs. Keller replied.

      Arden gave her a sympathetic apology.

      Mrs. Keller speared a chunk of cut pork. “He spent his whole life here in Jamesville. You know where Aunt Nan’s is?”

      Arden and Joe shook their heads. “We’re not familiar with the area.”

      Mrs. Keller eyed them suspiciously. It seemed like she was about to give them a sassy comment but thought better of it. She took another bite and spoke with a full mouth. “Anyway, my man had his ranch over on that side of town. He moved over here when he found the property for sale.” She gestured to the bunker. “As you can see, he wasn’t really a people person.”

      “He built this?” Arden asked.

      “Refurbished it, more like. The place was a mess. Rats everywhere. Rusty shelves. It took him a decade, but he got it all fixed up to working condition,” Mrs. Keller smiled to herself. “Crazy old fool.”

      “What happened to him?” Arden asked. “If you don’t me asking.”

      “He went out one night on a hunting trip and never came back. The police didn’t find him. They claimed some bear got him, but that’s a load of you-know-what. I remember him those last few nights. He wasn’t hunting for animals, I’ll tell you that much.”

      Arden and Joe traded glances.

      Joe lowered his fork. “What was he hunting?”

      “You should know,” Mrs. Keller glared. “You claimed to have seen it, too.”

      Arden didn’t understand.

      “The orchard,” Mrs. Keller clarified with annoyance.

      “Oh,” Arden replied. “He was spying on them?”

      Mrs. Keller cackled, “Gosh, girl. Don’t sound so surprised. The most entertainment my man and I had was watching our crops grow. Suddenly, there were parties being held at some private estate nearby.” Mrs. Keller turned sober. “Well, it seemed like fun, then George saw something.”

      Joe slowed down his chewing. “Like what?”

      “Black magic, occult, hedonism, human sacrifice. I didn’t believe a lick of it. He wanted to get proof one night and disappeared.” Mrs. Keller locked eyes with Arden. “Tell me that ain’t a coincidence.” Eyes watering, she spitefully shook her head.

      Arden asked, “How long ago was that?”

      “Four years ago,” Keller replied. “And then you two show up at my doorstep, talking about the same things.” Her wild eyes scanned Arden and Joe. “The story was a tough one to follow, but I could see it in you. You saw the same thing my husband did; only, you were lucky enough to get away.”

      “Not without your help,” Arden replied thankfully.

      “Yeah, well, someone had to do something,” Keller replied. “Just four months ago, authorities found a pile of human remains. The local news said it was a bear attack, but the man who found it claimed the arms and legs were laid out side-by-side. They were clean cut.”

      Arden thought back to the screams she heard in the basement of the orchard’s VIP shack. Her imagination took her to dark places.

      Joe spoke to Mrs. Keller, “You helped us. What can we do to help you?”

      Mrs. Keller said, “I want you to bring these guys down.”

      “That has always been the goal,” Arden responded.

      “Maybe,” Mrs. Keller said. “But now the police are barking after you. Running is on your mind, whether you admit it or not.”

      “We can’t exactly investigate in broad daylight,” Joe replied.

      Mrs. Keller got serious. “Words don’t mean much in this day and age, but I’m a God-fearing woman, and I keep my promises. I expect you to keep yours, too.”

      “And what promise might that be?” Joe asked.

      “That you’ll bring down every one of those creatures that killed my husband,” Mrs. Keller said. “You promise me that you’ll do that, and I’ll count the debt paid.”

      “Deal,” Arden said.

      Joe was silent.

      Arden gave him a concerned look.

      “Deal,” Joe repeated.

      After the meal, Mrs. Keller returned to the surface, and Arden and Joe went to bed. Lying back in her cot, Arden let her mind run wild. She started to devise a plan.

      Over the next two days, Arden’s bruises had faded into dim spots, and her feet no longer cramped. She asked Mrs. Keller to bring her some things from town and instructed her on how to buy them in an inconspicuous way.

      Keller returned with a pile of spare clothes, a straight razor, hair dye, and other cosmetic items. She also bought pre-paid burner phones, flashlights, and other gear. Arden was too nervous to cut her own hair, so she had Joe do it. Seated at the table, Arden cringed as she watched her red locks fall in clumps around her feet. Joe showed her the mirror. Her hair was tight around her head and very tomboyish in nature. In some ways, it made her look powerful. She put in the blond dye next. When it was all done, her hair was platinum white.

      She had Joe sit down. When Arden was finished, Joe’s bald head was shiny, and he had a rugged goatee. Arden could easily mistake him for a biker instead of a Marine she’d grown to like.

      They dug through the piles of clothes. Arden put on slick black pants, a tank top, and a jean jacket. She nearly laughed at herself when she looked in the mirror. There was a very thin line between trailer trash and stylishly cool.

      She turned back to Joe, who wore jeans, army boots, and a black leather jacket with aviators. It fit his persona well.

      After ten days in the hole, it was time to return to the outside world. Arden had put on foundation to hide her freckles. She kept gloves nearby to conceal her fingerprints. Under the cover of nightfall, Mrs. Keller opened the hatch and beckoned them to climb.

      They started up one rung at a time and stepped out into the black night.
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      Homecoming

      

      Mrs. Keller’s truck stopped on the vacant state road.

      “Good luck,” she said to Arden and Joe as they stepped out. “Find a way to see me when this is all done.”

      As soon as they closed the doors, Mrs. Keller made a U-turn and sped in the direction of her home. The roar of her engine echoed into the night and soon faded away. Joe and Arden stood for a moment. Arden thanked God for the crazy woman.

      In no great rush, they started their eighty-eight-mile journey back to Atlanta. The walk was long and exhausting. They didn’t see any cops.

      When they saw a truck approaching, Arden held up her thumb. No luck.

      Four cars later, a man in a rusty clunker picked them up.

      “Where y’all heading?” asked the skinny, freakish-looking man inside.

      “South,” Joe replied.

      “Strange to see folk like you out here alone,” the driver said.

      Arden gave a wide smile. “What’s so weird about that? Can’t we enjoy a little adventure?”

      The driver didn’t argue with that. He asked them questions about their lives on their way to Atlanta. They gave him vague responses. He dropped them off at Atlanta’s city limits.

      They caught a bus and exited outside Joe’s neighborhood. The houses that lined the street were quaint and rundown. Their fences had broken slats, and a dog’s barking filled the night. Arden checked her watch. The car crash from ten days ago had left a massive crack across its face. The time was 11 pm. Joe and Arden stuck to the shadows. They climbed over fences and scurried through backyards. Eventually, Joe’s house came into view. It was a single story with an A-frame roof. Golden light shined from the windows. Arden and Joe hunkered down on one side of the house across the road and watched.

      Seventeen-year-old Jessica Carmon was visible through the window. She wore a cooking apron over a long-sleeved striped shirt, pajama pants, and rubber dishwashing gloves. Her long brown hair was in a loose ponytail. Her round glasses were slightly tilted on her pretty face. She cradled two-and-a-half-year-old Ethan with one hand and held the phone with the other. She stood in front of a sink full of dishes. Tears streamed down Ethan’s face. Jessica tried to hush him. Open textbooks sat on the table nearby.

      Joe sucked in air through his teeth. Pain was visible on his stoic face. He took his first step out of the darkness when Arden stopped him. He glared at her with wet eyes.

      Arden pointed to the pesticide van parked in front of the neighbor’s house.

      “So what?” Joe argued in a frustrated whisper.

      “Exterminators working at eleven o’clock at night? Think about it,” Arden said.

      Joe studied the van. The windows were slightly tinted, but the silhouette of a man could be seen in the driver seat. Arden had worked alongside the police long enough to pick up on their signatures. It was a classic stakeout vehicle.

      “Another night,” Arden whispered.

      “All I need is two minutes,” he replied.

      Arden turned his face to hers. “Another night, Joe.”

      A heavy frown sunk his face. He watched Jessica end her call and put her son in the booster seat. She sank down next to him. Rubbing her forehead, she started on her homework. Even from across the street, her stress could be seen on her face and in her hunched posture.

      Breaking a little bit on the inside, Joe stepped back into the shadows. Arden followed after him. They scurried back out into the night. The farther they got from the house, the soberer Joe’s expression became. They decided to hightail it to Arden’s home, expecting similar results.

      Arden imagined that the police would have eyes on the bus stop outside her place, so they got off the bus two stops away from the Six Shooter Motel. They walked the rest of the way, avoiding street lights and people. Being a P.I. for so many years, Arden had gotten used to shadows. In some way, they were best friends.

      In the distance, Arden saw the neon cowboy symbol of her resident motel. As per usual, there were only a handful of cars parked outside. It was one of the few cheap motels that Arden had found that wasn’t infested with bed bugs, crackheads, and prostitutes. She slinked around the back, making her way alongside the pool until she was below her second-story room. She craned her head up the balcony. After thinking for a moment, she climbed on top of an L-shaped wall forming around the apartment below hers.

      As a kid, she ran across the interior rafters or snuck out of her orphanage to enjoy a night on the town. Those antics went away in her twenties, but she never gave up pursuing fitness.

      She leaped and grabbed ahold of the gutter pipe. Feeling the burn in her shoulders and biceps, she climbed her way up to the porch and rolled across the top railing.

      Staying low, Arden tried to steal a peek through her closed vertical blinds. No luck. It would’ve been reasonable to open up the sliding door, but she had a bar sealing it from the inside. Her next best bet was the bedroom window. Arden climbed back onto the railing of her balcony and jumped over and took hold of the windowsill with her fingers. She held on with one hand and pushed open the window with the other. It was unlocked, just like she’d left it. Feeling a strain on the right hand that held her up, she pulled herself inside. Setting her feet on solid ground, she rubbed her hands together in a feeble attempt to soften the pain. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness.

      She turned on the cheap flashlight Mrs. Keller had bought her and shined it over the obliterated room. The dresser rested on its side. Wrinkled clothes spilled out from the scattered drawers. A large gash split the mattress.

      Arden stepped over clumps of pillow fuzz. The items on her computer desk had been swept away. Her computer was missing, but the keyboard remained.

      Arden scanned her room, getting comfortably numb with the amount of chaos this case had brought. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and collected herself. She never put much stock in material wealth, but seeing the utter desolation of her few possessions irked her. She sought peace in the Lord and felt a blanket of calmness fall upon her shoulders.

      She lifted the safety bar from the sliding doors and let Joe inside.

      He gawked at the destruction. His countenance flickered between rage and sympathy. “Oh, Arden.”

      She didn’t find any words.

      “Police?” Joe asked, returning to his natural objective behavior.

      “Hard to say,” Arden replied dryly.

      “They were looking for something.”

      Arden’s flashlight found the tilted corkboard mounted to the wall. The articles, notes, and pictures that it once displayed were shredded at Arden’s feet. She knelt down and picked up the image of her sister. The rip split down Patricia’s face, severing her smile in two. Memories of her cadaver blasted through Arden’s thoughts. The killers remained unidentified. Retracing the last few years of Patricia’s life led Arden to move to Atlanta. Even now, she wondered if her motivation for finding her sister’s killer was fueled by vengeance, a need for closure, or an idea planted in her mind by the Lord.

      She stood by the shredded remains of years of research and had to believe that something good would come from this mess.

      After pocketing the photo, she opened the bedroom door. A gagging stench assaulted her nose. She scrunched her face and proceeded forward.

      The refrigerator had been left open. The light inside had burnt out. Mold and rot bruises blemished the food. The milk carton rested sideways on the floor. A puddle of hardened milk stained the floor. With nothing to be gained from exploring the living room, she turned to her closet and noticed the absence of her small safe. It had five hundred dollars cash, a box of 9mm ammo, and some sentimental items from her childhood. It was gone.

      Arden turned away from her apartment and headed to the balcony. She let the breeze whisper over her as she looked out into the moon-lit city. Her hands rested on the wooden balcony railing. Joe stood beside her. He didn’t say anything, but that was okay. His presence was enough.

      After packing a small suitcase full of Arden’s clothes and grabbing a small sleeping bag, they left the studio behind and started their long march down the street. They stopped by a local gas station and grabbed some processed beef jerky and sodas. Joe kept track of the funds. They had forty-four bucks and some change that Keller had given them. Taking their unhealthy meal for the road, they found a small underpass on a less traveled road. They hiked up the slant in the concrete and nestled into the gap beneath the underpass. Arden unrolled her sleeping bag and crawled inside. Joe covered himself with a small blanket. Every twenty minutes or so, a vehicle drove on the bridge above them. Arden kept her pistol nearby. Correction, it was the pistol she’d taken from the dead officers.

      Joe locked his fingers behind his head and stared up the overpass above. “Nice view.”

      Arden smirked at his little joke. “How does this compare to your time overseas?”

      “We stayed in tents mostly, but the heat was killer. 115 on some days.”

      “Sheesh.”

      “We got through it,” Joe said. “I was hoping that side of my life was over.”

      “You don’t talk about it much,” Arden said.

      Joe’s expression darkened. Arden regretted saying anything. A car passed overhead.

      Arden asked, “You sure you don’t want to sleep in the woods?”

      “Sorry,” Joe replied stoically.

      Arden rested on her elbow and looked over at him. “For what?”

      “Not talking,” Joe said. “I’m not good at talking about that stuff. I never have been.”

      “I’m not pressuring you into anything,” Arden said honestly.

      Joe fidgeted. It was hard to tell if it was from the miserably hard concrete or the conversation. “It’s not that I don’t want to, but…” Joe shook his head. “Man, I sound just like Jessica when she’s trying to explain her feelings.”

      “Joe,” Arden’s tone was curt. “I’m serious. You don’t need to explain yourself. We all have a past. I’ve done plenty of things over the years that I hope I never have to tell anyone. Ever. If you had known me in my twenties...” Arden shuddered.

      Joe frowned. “We’re strangers in many ways.”

      “I don’t feel that way,” Arden admitted.

      Joe didn’t buy her response. “You’ve never met my family apart from Jessica. Outside of work, we hardly talk.”

      “What do you want me to know?” Arden asked.

      Joe shrugged.

      Arden thought of a better question. “Where would you like to start?”

      “Childhood, maybe,” Joe said. He collected his thoughts for a moment and said, “My dad was out of the picture my whole life. My mom didn’t talk too much about him. All I knew is he was some kind of war hero. I wanted to live up to that, so the moment I was old enough, I signed up with a recruiter.”

      Arden thought back to their first conversation three years ago. “I remember you telling me you met your wife before you left.”

      “Sherry.” Joe said her name before becoming reclusive again. He fought his way out of it. “Long story short, she stuck by me after I joined the Marines. Most of my time in Iraq was spent waiting for orders. One night we were dispatched to a small village to find and capture a few insurgents. I remember getting so excited. I was ready to see some action.

      “We moved in at nightfall. When we got into the village, everything was still and quiet, like the calm before the storm. The next moment, we were getting shot at from all directions. Somehow, the insurgents were tipped off to our arrival. They were split up across a number of houses and blindly shooting into the streets.

      “My buddy and I busted into a nearby house. The moment he got inside, he was riddled with bullets from a shooter hidden behind a curtain inside the building we were inside. Acting reflexively, I opened fire. I heard the bodies drop, and I moved in to confirm the kill. I pulled aside the curtain… There was a woman and her son. The kid must’ve been five or six. My burst fire killed them both instantly. I heard this… wheezing sound. Their husband, the one who had shot my friend, was still alive. He was hiding behind them, using his own family as a shield.”

      Arden felt sick.

      Joe continued, “He was begging me for mercy. He had been shot in the torso. It would’ve been a slow death. I trained my sights on him as he cried and put two bullets into his head. When I turned back to the fight outside, enemy reinforcements were arriving. I saw our guys retreating. I looked for a way out of the house, but there was nowhere I could go without being surrounded. I hid. It didn’t take long for them to come inside. I dropped two of them before they had me flanked.”

      Arden’s jaw hung open.

      Joe kept looking at the bottom of the overpass. “They beat on me a little bit, and then dragged me off into a nearby cave. I spent three weeks in there until I was extracted by my allies.”

      “What did they do to you?” Arden asked.

      “Nothing good,” Joe said. “They didn't feed me. Didn’t clothe me, either. They kept me up all hours of the night. They had me look at the bodies of my fallen comrades and watch their beheading films on their cheap cameras. I eventually grew numb to it all. When a small team of Marines extracted me, they asked if I wanted to take some time off for paid leave. I was more interested in vengeance. The moment I recovered from my injuries, I was back out there again. That meant a lot of waiting broken up by a few brief firefights. Throughout my two years there, I saw a few of my friends get blown apart by IEDs, interrogated a half-dozen insurgents, and watched the deaths of more than twenty pedestrians.”

      “Joe, I had no idea…” Arden said. “Did you ever get any counseling?”

      “That won’t change what I saw and did,” Joe said. “The moment I got home, I married Sherry and tried to move on with my life.”

      Arden spoke softly, “Thank you for sharing with me. I mean it.”

      Joe frowned. “Yeah, now you get to feel like crap, too.”

      “This is not a burden to me,” Arden said.

      Joe didn’t believe her.

      “We’re in this together, Joe,” Arden said. “Heck, we’re all we’ve got until things are straightened out.”

      Joe rolled over onto his side.

      Arden continued, “You’re not accountable for those deaths. There’s no way you could’ve known about that kid.”

      “You don’t understand, Arden. I don’t feel anything. Nothing. How screwed up is that?”

      Arden didn’t know how to reply.

      Joe continued, “I hadn’t felt anything until I had Jessica. Now she’s been taken away from me.”

      “We’ll find a way for you to speak with her. I promise.”

      “Yeah,” Joe said frustratedly.

      The two of them lay next to each other until daybreak. Arden couldn’t tell if she’d gotten any sleep or not. Her back ached, and she had a horrible crick in her neck. As morning traffic picked up, Arden rolled up her sleeping bag while Joe shook out the blanket and packed it away.

      They headed toward the YMCA but avoided sidewalks and main roads.

      They got inside and moved directly to the showers. On their way out, they found a newspaper. Scarlet Gales’ pretty face was plastered on the front page. There were two smaller images of Arden and Joe. They were painted as lead suspects in her abduction, along with the homicide of two cops. Reading further into the article, they learned that Scarlet’s parents blamed Arden and Joe as well. They claimed Arden and Joe blackmailed them in some elaborate scheme to “rescue” the lost girl.

      The betrayal was a knife to the chest. The Gales had hired them in the first place. Also, the night Scarlet went missing, Arden and Joe were scouting out a different child predator.

      Joe seethed. “Liars.”

      “They’re probably just confused,” Arden tried to find the upside.

      It seemed like overnight, Arden and Joe had lost all their friends and allies. There was still one Arden hoped would believe her story. Wearing hats and sunglasses, they boarded another bus and headed to a stop near the police station.

      Tucked in an alley, they waited for Derrick to get off work. Thankfully, Derrick lived a pretty routine life. Every afternoon, around 3 pm, he’d take a walk around the block, mainly to keep from falling asleep. It would be during that time Arden would try to reach him.

      Hunkered in the alley, they watched the station. It was a stupid idea to meet Derrick here, but there was no telling if the cops would be stalking him out at his house. After all, a handful of local police knew about Arden and Derrick’s soft vigilante methods. If that rumor traveled to the higher-ups, both of them would be in big trouble.

      Sure enough, three o’clock rolled around and Derrick strolled down the sidewalk. Arden and Joe stayed in the shadows. When he passed by, Arden called his name.

      Derrick looked around, searching for the source of the noise. He was a skinny African-American man with long limbs and a chiseled face. He wore rectangular glasses and had a bald head. His white button-up was tucked into slacks. A red tie was loose around his collar. When he saw Arden, he didn’t recognize her. “Sorry, I don’t have any cash.”

      “Derrick. It’s me.”

      His eyes went wide. “Ar—”

      “Don’t say it,” Arden replied. “Come here. We’ll talk.”

      Derrick glanced around nervously. He didn’t trust her, Arden realized.

      “Please,” Arden pleaded.

      Sheepishly, Derrick walked into the alley. Joe stood out of sight and eavesdropped. Derrick kept his hands buried in his pockets. “Arden, what are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been set up,” Arden explained quickly. “I had Scarlet Gales and was about to get away when a pair of corrupt cops came after me—”

      Derrick shook his head. “I can’t be hearing this.”

      “Derrick, please,” Arden pleaded. “They tried to kill me. They had me dig my own grave because of the things I saw.”

      “So you did…” He looked scared asking the question. “Did you kill them?”

      Arden opened her mouth, but no words came out.

      “Oh my,” Derrick ran both hands up his bald head.

      Arden tried to give him a reassuring touch on the arm, but he pulled away quickly. “If you were there, you would’ve done the same.”

      Derrick clenched his eyes shut. “Do you have any idea how much trouble I’ll be in for talking to you? There’s nothing cops hate more than cop killers. They’ll make sure you rot in prison if they catch you.”

      “I’m aware,” Arden replied, growing frustrated. “But we have bigger issues.”

      Derrick let out a desperate chuckle. “Oh, no, no, no. I don’t think so. I got eyes everywhere, watching me like a hawk. I can hardly take a crap without someone looking over my shoulder.”

      “That’s why I’m here and not at your house,” Arden explained.

      “That doesn’t make this okay,” Derrick said. “A lot of cops know about our agreement, how I give you tips, and you stop criminals. But now you have the Gales and the entire Jamesville police force testifying against you. It's hard to say you’re the good guy in this whole thing.”

      Arden put a hand on her hip. “Well, what do you think? You think I’m a glorified cop killer?”

      “You just admitted to killing them!” Derrick exclaimed. He quickly hushed himself and glanced back out on the road. “If I’m not back soon, they’re going to ask questions.”

      “You still have ten minutes,” Arden replied. “Relax.”

      Derrick spoke with frustrated sarcasm. “Okay. I will. Thank you. Everything is better now that you said that.”

      Arden glared at him.

      Derrick sheepishly looked away.

      Arden spoke slowly. “This is so much bigger than anything you could imagine. I’m talking about big names in the police and the movie industry engaged in some of the vilest acts you ever can imagine. I’m their scapegoat, but they don’t know me like you know me. I’m not backing down until the truth comes out. I’ll die before that happens.”

      “You’ll die a lot sooner if you keep this up,” Derrick said. His eyes were watering and wide. “You need to run, Arden. I mean it. Leave solving this up to the police and go.”

      A flash of anger came over Arden. “Where can I run?”

      “How should I know? But we can’t be talking. If you’re caught, it's over. This is real life, Arden. You’re not a superhero. You can’t always save the day. Sometimes the bad guys win, and that’s all right. Every dog has its day.”

      “It’s not all right, it’s never all right,” Arden replied with growing passion. “I can’t force you to help, Derrick, but that won’t keep me from telling you what I need.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Addresses,” Arden said. She pulled out a short list of names she’d put together during her time in the bunker. “Tell me where they live. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Derrick cautiously took the paper. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

      “Thank you, Derrick,” Arden said and gave him a hug. He tensed up for a moment and then hugged her back. She told him where to leave the addresses when he finished.

      “Please run away, Arden,” Derrick warned.

      “I can’t,” Arden said.

      This case is all I have left.
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      Descent

      

      Light rain pattered the streets of Atlanta and slipped down the brim of Joe’s trucker cap. He stayed near the glass-roofed bus bench, mindlessly nibbling at his toothpick. He was still getting used to the feeling of his trimmed goatee. His face felt naked. He warmed his hands in the pockets of his brown Carhartt insulated jacket. Blue jeans and cowboy boots made him feel ridiculous, but he had to kill his true persona and adopt something unexpected.

      It was the six o'clock rush hour. Cars roared down the street, splashing waves of dirty water across the sidewalk.

      Joe’s tired, haunted eyes stayed on the public library. The building was more akin to a bunker than a house of literature. Its concrete walls could withstand a missile. Its broad and tinted windows offered the observer a great view of the city below.

      The traffic stopped in a disjointed mess. Always the opportunist, Joe speedily crossed the street.

      He’d just broken his promise to Arden, but he couldn’t bring himself to wait any longer.

      The library’s mechanical doors opened before him. He stepped into the colossal entrance hall. As the doors closed, the sound of traffic and rain closed with them. Only one librarian worked at the counter. She supported her cheek on her hand and flipped through the pages of a fat novel.

      Joe passed through the metal detectors unnoticed. A trail of watery footprints followed him.

      The librarian glanced up from her book. Joe pinched the bill of his cap and tipped it slightly. She gave him a tired smirk.

      Joe hiked up the steps. Once he reached the second floor, he quickened his pace. His tired gaze scanned the empty aisle—shelf after shelf blurred by. The security camera’s all-seeing eyes watched him. He kept his face in the shadow of the bill, and he slowed down his hasty movement. The whole operation was a risky endeavor, but Joe realized that it was just his new status quo. Unsurprisingly, it was hard to process that he was a fugitive, but he set his eyes on the mission. His time in the Marines taught him to compartmentalize his feelings and focus on the task before him. Passing by an aisle in the historical research section, Joe spotted her.

      Jessica stood on her tippy toes and reached for a book on the top shelf. Her fingertips just barely snagged it and brought it down. She straightened out the sleeves of her loose sweater and flipped through the pages of the book. She wore jogging pants and pink tennis shoes. Her brunette hair was in a loose ponytail. Her large glasses rested on the slope of her nose. Memories of her younger years played through Joe’s mind like photos in an old projector slide. From her infant years to the awkward nerdiness of her early teens, Jessica had undergone quite the transformation. Every day, it seemed like she looked more and more like her mother.

      A small, sad smile worked its way up Joe’s naturally stoic face. He was proud of the woman she was becoming. After being abducted and raped, Joe thought she’d be a broken soul. And yeah, there were nights when she’d wake herself up from screaming, but Joe had plenty of friends in the military who did the same. Jessica was strong, much stronger than she realized, but she still needed her father.

      Only stealing the slightest glance of his daughter, Joe walked around to the back of the shelf she faced. Feeling his blood pumping, he drew out the book where she stood. Part of Jessica’s face became visible in the gap. Her head was down as she turned through the pages of the large historical text.

      Joe pretended to read the book he had grabbed. Speaking softly, he said, “Hey.”

      Jessica glanced up from the book and looked through the gap.

      She gasped and spoke with a broken whisper, “Dad?”

      Joe hushed her. “Act normal. Pretend you’re just reading.”

      An emotional wave of confusion and worry flashed over Jessica’s face. She reached for the phone in her pocket.

      “Don’t,” Joe said, still pretending to read. “Give me a minute to explain myself, okay?”

      Jessica replied, “You’re all over the news. They say you killed someone.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “I don’t understand. If you’re innocent, why haven’t you turned yourself in?” Jessica said. “Where’s your lawyer?” Her words were like a hot knife.

      The book trembled in Joe’s hands. “You just have to trust me.”

      Jessica fought tears. “You left Ethan and me to fend for ourselves. Gosh, Dad. It’s been eleven days.”

      Joe kept his head down in shame.

      Jessica’s emotions had taken over. “Do you have any idea what you put us through?”

      “Jessica, I—”

      “—Or how terrifying it was to have the police knock on the front door and tell me that you… that you…” Jessica wiped away a tear. She struggled to keep her lip from quivering.

      “Don’t make a scene,” Joe said calmly and in a non-facetious manner.

      “Don’t— You can’t just show up here like this and expect me to be calm.”

      Joe’s mouth made a line on his face. He kept his eyes on the book. His heart was being torn out of his chest inch by inch as he listened to his daughter cry. You’re a monster, a little voice told him. You should’ve never come here.

      Joe spoke softly, “I’m going to do what I can to keep us together. Until things get cleared up, we’ll find a way to communicate.”

      “I can’t do this, Dad. It’s too much,” Jessica said, wiping her nose on her sleeve.

      “I’m trying to make it easier,” Joe replied. He hated that he had to look at the book and not her. “We’re a family of survivors. We’ll get through this. Just like we did with Mom, and again when you were... you know. I haven’t changed. I’d still go to hell and back for you.”

      Jessica sniffled. “You didn’t really do all those things they said, right?”

      “No, sweetie,” Joe replied.

      “None of it is true?” Jessica asked skeptically.

      Joe huffed. He hated lying to his daughter. “Things happened. I was set up, Jess.”

      “Are they going to come after Ethan?” Jessica asked.

      “They just want me right now. Perhaps if they saw us, they might come—”

      “Then why are you here?”

      The question threw Joe off balance. “I-I wanted to see you. To tell you it would be okay.”

      “What if they followed you?” Jessica was up on the woodchipper now.

      “They didn’t.” Joe was ready to tear the book in two.

      Turning white, Jessica took a step back. “You can’t come near me anymore.”

      Joe finally looked up from the book. “Jessica, wait.”

      The teenager girl shook her head. “They’ll take Ethan if they know you’re here. Or that we talked. I can’t do this. I…” Jessica left the book she was reading and quickly headed out of the aisle.

      Every part of Joe screamed at him chase after her, but he knew how detrimental it would be. Even being in this library was a step away from being arrested. He was forced to stay put and watch her leave. Joe’s heart hardened and cracked as his only daughter shunned him.

      He dragged his feet to the railing of the second-floor internal balcony and watched Jessica hurry out of the mechanical doors.

      He tried to bury his emotions, but he felt himself breaking.

      The mechanical doors opened, and three police officers entered.

      Joe’s rage fell into dread as he watched the cops approach the front desk. The librarian straightened her posture and pointed at the stairs.

      Joe slipped away from the railing and cursed under his breath.

      He concealed himself behind a shelf and watched two of the three officers hike up the steps and fan out across the second floor. The final officer stayed by the receptionist’s desk, which was the only official way out of the library.

      Joe moved by the rows of shelves, finding a fire exit. There was an alarm warning painted on the front of it. He looked over his shoulder. The police were covering ground quickly. The choice got him sweating. Not wanting to risk sneaking by them, he pressed against the door bar and rushed out.

      The alarm triggered.

      Joe scurried down the exterior steps. He landed beside the building and ran down the sidewalk. The officers rushed out behind him.

      Joe zig-zagged through the slowed traffic. He saw the bus up ahead. It started to take off just as Joe got beside it. He slapped the door a few times. The driver stopped the bus and allowed Joe to run inside. He quickly paid in cash and moved to the back of the bus. Through the window, he could see the cops scanning the street.

      Taking a deep breath, he took a seat next to a sleeping old woman and fat businessman playing tunes on his iPhone. Locking his fingers together and bowing his head, Joe grappled with the fact that he had been just moments away from losing everything.

      

      Arden went alone to Garold Grey’s house while Joe was out seeing his daughter. She tried to convince Joe to see the girl when things were safer, but he wouldn’t listen. She understood his headspace. Family was important, but right now, there were much bigger risks. He promised that he just wanted to check on her, not engage in any way. Arden doubted that would be the case. Nevertheless, she let him roam free while she focused on their real target.

      Garold, the producer on Scarlet’s show, was the one that rammed Arden off the road. She couldn’t be certain if he was Scarlet Gales’s original abductor, but he was part of the problem.

      The last time she’d come to his house, she’d seen him talking to the Atlanta police chief and other officials. Arden assumed they were part of the cult, too.

      Arden snuck around the side of Garold’s pretty house. The light rain landed on her skin. She peeked through his windows and found that no one was home. By the rotting fruit in the food bowl, no one had been home in days. He must not have come back since the night of the orchard party.

      That was unfortunate. He was Arden’s biggest lead. Nevertheless, they had other targets.

      Arden returned to her impromptu home. It was an abandoned shoe factory. The front door was locked, so she had to access the inside by climbing up the side wall and getting through a broken window. The place was naturally lit and had birds’ nests in the rafters. Arden had her sleeping bag in the manager's office. The desk was still there. It had three centimeters of dust on its top. Arden slipped the string on her flashlight over the nonfunctioning ceiling fan and used it to illuminate the room. She sat back in the squeaky office chair and shut her eyes. If she couldn’t go after the producer, she’d have to try someone else.

      Joe snuck in that window an hour later. He stripped off his jacket and took a seat opposite Arden.

      Arden asked, “How did it go?”

      Unblinking, Joe shook his head. “We’ve wasted enough time.”

      “I agree,” Arden said. “We have our first target in the batter's box.”

      “Garold?”

      “Nope. He’s gone,” Arden said. “I think we should go after the police chief. It’s risky, though.”

      “Risky doesn’t even cut it,” Joe replied.

      “If there is someone who knows about the party, it's him.”

      “And if we’re wrong?” Joe asked.

      “We could go after the other men that ate with Garold, but they won’t know as much,” Arden reminded him. “He could give us the names of the other cultists.” Just calling them that still made her cringe.

      “Or it could backfire,”

      “We can fight all night, but I think this is our best chance of getting results. Are you with me or not?”

      “It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”

      Arden didn’t reply.

      Joe took a deep breath. “How do you plan to do this?”

      “We break in during the middle of the night, tie them up, and use the family as leverage to get answers from him.”

      “That’s brutal, Arden,” Joe said. “From what I know, the guy has a wife and daughter.”

      Arden spoke with iron resolve. “The time to play nice is over.”

      “Don’t you have a moral obligation to avoid that kind of stuff?”

      “They’re killing kids,” Arden said plainly. She’d spent a while praying over the discussion but didn’t feel a strong leaning from the Lord. This seemed like the best course of action. She used the word “best” loosely.

      At ten o’clock, they went to the dumpster near the factory. They checked behind it, finding the envelope Derrick had left for them. This had been a drop site they’d used before in previous cases. Arden had the addresses of Police Chief Hector Rivera and a warning from Derrick, telling her to leave the city.

      They dressed in black and kept their ski masks in their hoodie pockets and their pistols tucked beneath their clothes. They hailed a taxi. The cab driver was a talker. Arden was polite to him and asked him about his family and if he needed any prayer. The act of kindness kept him from being suspicious of Joe and Arden. Truthfully, Arden really cared about the driver’s home life and prayed that his relationship with his wife would improve. It felt good to experience some human decency in all this mess.

      The driver dropped them off at the entrance to the classy neighborhood.

      Through it was almost midnight, the homeowners had a knack for keeping on their lights. Joe theorized that it was a way to flaunt their wealth. Arden thought it was to detract robbers. By the looks of it, the wealthy neighborhood was very safe. No one would be stupid enough to go after the police chief's neighborhood.

      Arden and Joe had no easy way of making it to Rivera’s house. They stayed to the shadows, and when they got to the house, they moved around the backyard. The building had nice cobblestone walls and an inviting presence. Arden and Joe put on their ski masks. They kept the guns clipped to their belts, though they had no intention of using them.

      One glance through the window and Arden saw the alarm panel. Breaking in wouldn’t be an option. They had to resort to plan B.

      They headed to the front door and pressed the doorbell.

      Arden’s hands were sweating inside her gloves. Her throat dried out, and her heart raced in her chest. Joe seemed calm and collected. He boxed his shoulders and drew his pistol, which he kept over his lap.

      The lock clicked open from the inside.

      Arden held her breath.

      The door opened an inch.

      Like a frenzied shark, Joe slammed his way inside.

      Mrs. Rivera, a wholesome woman in a scarlet nightgown, fell backward. In the same motion, Joe huddled over her, muted her scream with his hand, and aimed the pistol at her head with his other hand.

      Arden slipped inside and quickly but quietly shut the door.

      Pinned by Joe’s knee, Mrs. Rivera stretched her arms above her head in surrender. Her eyes were bulging with fear. She was as still as a board.

      Arden stared in horror. She was surprised their plan had actually worked. Joe quickly shot a glance back at Arden. After a moment of collecting herself, she nodded and pulled out the duct tape.

      Joe silently gestured for the woman to put her raised hands together. Crying, she did so without resistance. Arden, keeping an eye out in the dimly-lit house, wrapped rings of tape around the woman’s wrists and her hands until they looked like one giant, closed lobster claw.

      A toilet flushed upstairs.

      A door opened.

      “Alma?” A man called out.

      Arden pulled out a piece of tape. Joe lifted his left hand, and Arden quickly used the tape to silence the woman before she could say anything.

      Footsteps sounded overhead. A man called out, “Everything alright?”

      Joe nodded to a gap beside the stairs. Arden hid there and waited.

      Dressed in a white tee and boxers, Hector Rivera slowly moved down the stairs. At first sight of Joe and his wife, he froze.

      Arden stepped out of the gap and aimed her gun at him. She put a finger over his mouth to signify him to be quiet.

      Alma wept.

      Hector glanced at the home invaders and his terrified wife.

      Arden flicked the gun to the side, signaling him to march down the stairs. With rigid movement, he did so.

      Arden stood behind him with the gun aimed. “Basement?”

      Hector kept his eyes locked on his wife. “I love you.”

      “Answer the question,” Joe said, keeping the gun barrel pointed at the wife. “And don’t be a hero.”

      Sweat doused Hector. “This way.”

      Arden followed him down the hall and opened the door to the carpeted basement below.

      Arden told him to descend.

      Hector went down one step at a time.

      Arden reached the bottom and saw Joe leading Alma down behind him.

      The basement was spacious with a nice carpeted floor, a sixty-two-inch wall mounted flat screen, and a nice couch with a recliner next to it. Arden directed Hector to sit down on the recliner.

      Alma sat on the nearby couch. Joe kept his gun trained on her.

      Arden told Hector to stretch out his hands and put them together. She wrapped tape around them until he matched Alma. Arden got down and did the same to Hector’s ankles. Arden knew he wanted to kick her in the face, but Joe’s threat against his wife stopped him. After they were bound, Arden set down the tape.

      She leaned into Joe’s ear. “I’ll check upstairs for anyone else.”

      Joe nodded. He kept his gun on the silent couple.

      Arden hurried up the steps. She closed the basement door behind her and took a deep breath. She felt vile. Nothing about this was right in her soul. She glanced up and saw a figure at the end of the hallway. The moment Arden locked eyes with her, the teenage girl started running.

      Arden chased after her. The girl went for the front door. She was quick-footed. Just as she was about to open the door, Arden slammed against her. The girl’s front smashed against the door with a thud. Arden pressed the gun against her back. “Do what I say, and I won’t shoot you.”

      When the girl nodded, Arden pulled away and gave the girl a few feet of breathing room. She must’ve been thirteen. She wore yellow pajamas, had long brown hair, tan skin, and braces. Vomit crawled up Arden’s throat as she thought about the physical and emotional trauma she was inflicting upon this child.

      There was no going back now. She led the girl down to the basement.

      Joe took one look at her and was terrified. She must’ve reminded him of Jessica. Arden felt her heart break as she duct-taped the girl in the same manner as her parents.

      The only person in the Rivera family that could speak was Hector, and he was dead silent. She could see it in his dark eyes. He wanted to kill Arden for doing this.

      Arden sealed off the basement. She was confident no one would hear them.

      Arden and Joe stood in front of the family. Tears streamed down Alma’s face, but she was completely still and unblinking. Arden knew she was trying to keep her strength for her daughter. Arden wanted to tell her that she’d be okay, but that would ruin the intimidation factor. Their daughter wept. Every breath puffed out the tape around her mouth. She leaned her head against her mother’s shoulder. Arden could tell it was breaking Joe. He was doing his best to hold it together, but the trauma went both ways.

      Hector finally broke his silence. “The safe is upstairs. I can tell you the code if you let my family go. That’s fair, no?”

      Arden waited for Joe to speak—he didn’t. Arden stepped up to the plate. She didn’t aim her gun at him. At this point, he knew she was serious. “We aren’t after money.”

      “Then what?” Spittle escaped Hector’s mouth as he talked. “What does this have to do with my family?”

      “We’re here for you, Hector,” Arden said.

      “Then let my wife and daughter go. Please,” Hector begged. He pulled up his taped hands into a praying position. “I’ll give you anything you want. Was someone you know falsely accused? One phone call to the D.A. and I can let him out. I’m a powerful man. Understand? Please, use reason.”

      Everything in Arden’s spirit wanted to leave this place, but the stakes were too high. Too high for what? To attack a family? What are you becoming? Arden internally questioned herself. “I want information,” Arden said.

      “Anything within my power,” Hector said. “Just ask.”

      Arden loomed over him. “Eleven days ago, you attended a lunch with Garold Grey.”

      Hector shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Joe walked behind Alma.

      Hector’s eyes went wide. “What are you doing?”

      Joe pressed the barrel down on the back of her head.

      Arden could see that the man behind the mask was no longer Joe. He was a machine.

      “Please,” Hector fell on his knees before Arden. “Please. Tell him to stop.”

      “You had lunch with Garold,” Arden said.

      “Yes,” Hector admitted desperately.

      “And that night, you went to a party in Jamesville.”

      Hector’s pitiful expression turned to hard stone. Suddenly, like a switch was toggled, he glared at Arden. She felt chill bumps rise across her body.

      Hector spoke with palpable hate, “Oh, I know who you are.”

      Arden glared back at him. “I want the names of everyone who attended that party.”

      Hector didn’t speak.

      “Is it worth your wife’s life?”

      Hector stayed silent.

      Alma stared at him in horror.

      Arden aimed his gun at him. “The names, Hector.”

      Hector spat, “Go to hell,”

      Joe walked behind the daughter and aimed his gun. “How about her life?”

      Hector tensed up. “You won’t do it.”

      Arden and Joe traded looks. They needed to get a handle on the situation before they lost all control. Hector was calling their bluff. The moment the illusion was broken, they’d either have to leave or start shooting. Neither of those was an option. They had to make a choice.

      Arden loomed over Hector. “Are you really going to kill your family to save a few sickos? If pushed, would they do the same for you?”

      Hector averted his eyes and pursed his lips.

      Arden squatted down to his level and turned up his chin with the barrel of her gun. His eyes were dark and hollow.

      “We’ll kill your family,” Arden said. “We’ll start slow, just like your friends were doing to Scarlet Gales. Or what about those who were in the special rooms beneath the shed? I heard the screams. I have a pretty good idea of what went down. Your friends toyed with them before the final blow.”

      Hector cursed Arden ten ways to Sunday.

      She ignored it all. When Hector finished, Arden said, “I’m not playing games.”

      The man told her something that she should do to herself.

      She turned to Joe. “Take the girl out of here.”

      Joe blinked, unsure if he heard her right.

      Arden repeated herself, “Take the girl to the closet. Let him hear her scream.”

      Joe questioned her for a moment. Not taking his eyes off Arden, he told the thirteen-year-old girl, “Stand up.”

      She shook her head but obeyed. Joe escorted her to the closet.

      Hector spat, “You coward. You’re going to hurt her, do it out here.”

      “I prefer the mystery,” Arden said.

      Joe pushed the girl inside and closed the door. After a moment, she started screaming.

      Arden kept herself from grimacing.

      Alma fainted.

      That was a blessing in disguise. It meant one more person Arden didn’t have to look after.

      Arden faced off with the terrified police chief. His daughter’s screams grew more intense. Arden looked him in the eyes. She didn’t tell him what Joe was doing. The human imagination could be a terrifying thing.

      After another painstaking thirty seconds of eye contact, Hector broke. “Stop. Stop!”

      “Hey,” Arden yelled out to Joe.

      The closet went silent.

      Sweat rolled down Hector’s face. He was still on his knees. “You want names, I’ll tell you names, but you tell that man to get his hands off my daughter.”

      “And lose my leverage? Nah,” Arden said. “Keep it going!” she commanded Joe.

      The girl’s screaming started up again.

      “Stop, please!” Hector begged. “Please.”

      He groveled at Arden’s feet and wept.

      Arden yelled at the closet. “Give her a break!”

      The screaming died down.

      Hector kept crying.

      Arden stood over him. She turned on the recorder on her cheap burner phone. “I want names and for you to tell me everything you did at that party. Don’t leave out a single detail.”
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      The Long Road

      

      By the time Hector had finished talking, he was broken at Arden’s feet. He curled up into a fetal position and sobbed.

      Arden’s face lacked all emotion. Her thoughts were a million miles away. They were things that were supposed to stay with Hector until the grave, but now Arden knew it all. It changed her.

      She turned off the recorder and pocketed her phone.

      Arden was parched. “You come after me, the whole world sees. Understand?”

      Hector nodded.

      Arden turned to the closet. “You can come out now.”

      Joe stepped out. Behind his ski mask, his eyes were sobering.

      “Bring her, too,” Arden said.

      Joe grabbed the girl from under the armpits and dragged her out. She sat next to her mother.

      Hector got to his knees. “Bella. Baby?”

      She was unharmed but scared.

      “She’s a good actor,”Arden remarked.

      With that, Arden and Joe left them in the basement. They’d grabbed Hector’s keys from the countertop, went into his garage, and got into his luxury sedan. The windows were appropriately tinted. Arden and Joe kept their masks on. Silence lingered between them as they drove out of the upper-class neighborhood at the break of day.

      They dropped off the car at a tow-away zone two miles from the factory. They stripped off their masks and stuffed them into their jacket pockets. They walked, watching the sunrise as they made their way to their hideout.

      Arden let Joe climb in first.

      She followed him. They walked through empty halls. Light breached the windows. Dust swirled in the beams of sunlight. The place felt forgotten. Exhausted, the two of them split up. Neither of them looked at one another. They hadn’t since they left the Riveras’ house. Arden went into the office and closed the door behind her.

      Her hand fell away from the doorknob, and she sank to her hands and knees. She wept bitter, silent tears that hurt when they came out. She hammered her right fist against the dusty floor and hated herself with every fiber of her being. She wanted to cry out to God, asking for forgiveness but couldn’t. She was rotten. Bad. Yes, Hector was a monster, but so was what she did to his family. The guilt was an anvil crushing Arden’s back. The family was physically unharmed, but that didn’t matter. Arden’s goal was to help people, not break in and attack. She wanted to repent, but with all the names on the list, she knew it would only be the beginning.

      She crawled into her sleeping bag and pulled it up to her chin. She rested her eyes but couldn’t sleep. Her soul felt like it was being pulled out of her chest. Turn to Me. She thought she heard a voice say in the back of her mind. It must’ve been nothing.

      Hours drifted by, and her suffocating sorrow turned to guilt-ridden numbness.

      She crawled out of bed and dragged herself to the office.

      Joe was out in the large open room. He did push-ups with rage. When he saw Arden, he stopped and got up.

      “I’m not doing that again,” he said.

      “It was the only way he’d talk.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She was my daughter’s age when that monster—” Joe stopped himself before repeating the painful memory.

      Arden’s expression was grey and lifeless. Deep creases etched beneath her eyes from crying so much. “I’m not going to argue with you, Joe, but you heard the names.”

      “So, what do we do with it?”

      “We’ll have Derrick makes copies. If Hector starts moving against us, we’ll send it out to various journalists,” Arden said. “Until then, it's hunting season.”

      Joe looked at her like she was a stranger.

      “What?” Arden asked plainly. “Because I’m willing to make some hard choices, that makes me the bad guy? You heard what these people do. Hector confessed to countless girls and boys, men and women that were…” To start to describe the horrid acts made her want to vomit. She took a deep breath. “Besides, you’re the one who admitted to killing civilians. Don’t judge me.”

      Joe marched up to her and grabbed her shirt with his fist. “What did you say?”

      Arden stared him down. “Go ahead. Hit me. That will solve all our problems.”

      Joe’s face glowed red. A vein bulged in his forehead. He looked ready to knock her face in. Arden almost wished he would. Maybe it would knock some sense back into her, remind her of who she was. Just like in one night, her identity was shattered when she found her dead sister, one night of force interrogation plummeted her into a pit of self-destruction. The worst part was that she was fully aware of what she was doing. There wasn’t going to be an epiphany that she was going down the unrighteous path; she already knew she was.

      Joe opened his fist and let go of Arden. He took a few steps away, turned his back, and rubbed his hand up his bald head.

      There was a hole in the conversation. Arden did her best to mend it. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

      Joe walked over to the window and tried to collect himself.

      Arden stayed put and waited for Joe to say something.

      He didn’t.

      Arden took a walk through the factory. Failing to clear her head, she returned to the office and listened to the recording. She typed the names into her burner phone’s notepad. Arden didn’t recognize most of the people listed. There were a few of Scarlet’s co-stars and the mayor of Jamesville. Arden wasn’t surprised in the least. She’d suspected anyone and everyone at this point. As much as she wanted to launch Hector’s confession tape into the world, it wouldn’t be anything but conspiracy fodder. She needed a permanent solution. Killing people wasn’t going to change this. She needed evidence. Witnesses. She needed to find the girls they had abducted. If Scarlet was alive, she’d be the perfect one, but that was unlikely. Arden couldn’t think of any reason why they would keep the girl alive. She was just a liability at this point.

      Arden would need to contact Derrick again. He could help get her the information surrounding the people listed. Without that, she had nothing.

      She found some scrap paper in the desk drawer and wrote a message to Derrick. She put it out by the dumpster where he had originally dropped off the list of names. She sent him a cryptic, spam-sounding text. Since they’d worked together, they’d developed a sort of coding system to keep Arden’s work under the radar. It should only take him two minutes to crack the code. He wouldn’t respond to avoid suspicion. Arden had to trust he got the message. She returned inside.

      Joe bought dinner at a fast food joint. It was the only thing they’d had to eat today. They sat across from each other at a dusty table and dug in.

      Towards the end of the meal, Joe said, “How far are you willing to go?”

      “No blood,” Arden replied.

      “It would be easier,” Joe replied.

      “We’re after their prisoners, and we’re after confessions,” Arden replied. “You know, if we want to clear our names.”

      Joe took a deep breath. “You think that’s still a possibility?”

      “It better be,” Arden said.

      The plan sucked, but it's what they had.

      The next morning, Arden got up at daybreak and checked behind the dumpster. Derrick had replaced the envelope with an envelope of his own. Arden brought it back. It had the names and addresses they needed.

      Joe stepped into the coffee shop and checked the news. The Riveras had reported the break-in as a robbery. It was impossible to know if that was just a cover story for a bigger investigation. Either way, Arden and Joe needed to move quickly. They needed a car, so they went to the bad part of town, looked around, and stole a 1980s Cadillac. There were automobile thefts all over the area, so it wouldn’t raise much suspicion.

      Once they had the car, black clothes, and ski masks, the real hunt began. They started with those on the top of the list. He was one of the producers on Broken Roses, Scarlet Gales’s TV show. Arden and Joe followed him from his house to a strip club one night. They got him on his way out the back door. Joe choked him out and threw him into the trunk. They drove to the outskirts of town. At night, deep in the woods, they opened the trunk and dragged him out into the clearing, similar to where Arden and Joe had to dig their own graves.

      The man begged and begged. He wouldn’t give them any straight answers, so Joe had to beat on him. Arden leaned on a nearby tree. They pressed the man for answers. After an hour, he confessed to being at the orchard on the night of Scarlet’s sacrifice. He didn’t know if she was alive, but he admitted to watching some very messed-up things at the party, ranging from occult rituals to cannibalism. It was all stuff Arden had heard from Rivera. Joe asked how they got victims, but he was ignorant about that part of the deal. He was just a customer. When they had finished getting the confession, they stripped him and threw him into a ditch.

      “Pray someone finds you,” Arden whispered to him.

      The investigators drove off.

      The next person on the list was an acting coach. They found him in his apartment, held him at gunpoint, and had him listen to the confessions they already had. Knowing how screwed he was, he confessed and pointed them to the names of the list who were “suppliers.” Joe thanked him for his cooperation by hog-tying him and locking him in his bathroom.

      A week went by, and Arden had seven confessions from different people.

      The news was reporting on the strange attacks. The “victims” were smart enough not to talk about Joe or Arden, but it became harder to crack down on the list. A few of the names took vacations, others put in new alarm systems, and a few bought guns.

      Arden and Joe adapted. They moved from the factory to another abandoned building on the other side of town. They slept all day and worked all night. They’d get their targets when they were away from home. If there were any sign of the police tailing them, Arden and Joe would just move to a different name on the list. They were starting to put together a basic understanding of who bought and who sold, but they hadn’t had any luck finding Scarlet or any of the missing girls.

      Another week passed and they’d only gotten three targets on the list. Tired of waiting until they got the girls, Arden and Joe decided to start releasing the confession tapes. They gave them to Derrick and had him bleep out all of the names they had yet to get on the list. They left in the names of those they’d already interrogated to give their argument clarity. He also distorted Arden and Joe’s voices whenever they asked a question. When the tape was edited, they put it on thumb drives. They paid homeless people cash to drop the drives off at different news outlets around town.

      Arden and Joe held back Rivera’s tape, though. He was the only one that posed a major threat to their operation. The police were already looking into Arden and Joe. They had to be extra careful around any public place. Sadly, showering at the YMCA was no longer an option. Arden and Joe washed with water bottles and shampoo they stole from their victims. Their targets’ refrigerators were also their main source of food as well.

      After a few days, the news started to report on the strange videos. Some of the journalists snuck the footage online without telling their superiors. The public was torn, as some believed that the interrogations were forced, while others argued that the information was true.

      Arden and Joe moved into a condemned house. The windows were boarded up with plywood, and there was no furniture.

      By the third week, things were changing. One of the men on the list Arden and Joe had yet to catch went on record, saying that he was going to expose the truth behind the ludicrous claims. His plan backfired. The FBI dug into the claims and were starting to take out other members as well. Some were caught with kiddie films, and others were just under serious investigation. Even the police chief was under scrutiny.

      All in all, things were going surprisingly well. Though they had yet to save anyone, there was a major house cleaning happening all throughout Atlanta. Joe and Arden kept themselves from getting cocky. They took more time to go after a person on the list. Since Arden and Joe were not killing anyone, they had a harder time intimidating their victims. Joe’s solution was to leave the confession tapes with the victims and call the cops after the beating. It seemed to work.

      A month into this madness and Arden had lost all sense of time. It had been days since she’d seen daylight, and her pale skin showed it. Her existence was consumed with stalking and attacking the various men and women. The only thing she’d do in her free time was eat, sleep, and plan out her next attack. She and Joe would also put together a theoretical hierarchy to see who was a supplier of the victims and who just partook in the “goods.” Some of their targets had even filmed themselves during the rituals. The press had a field day with those drops, even though they were too graphic to show on TV. Arden didn’t know if it was luck or divine intervention, but the police hadn’t caught them yet.

      One night, Joe arrived back at the condemned house, freshened up, and got ready to head out.

      Arden sat on the floor. She was illuminated by a small electric lantern she’d stolen and getting ready to send Derrick another drop message. She looked up at Joe with a cocked brow that posed a silent question.

      Joe slipped on his black gloves. “Just going to take a drive.”

      “Is that wise?” Arden asked.

      Joe glared at her. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      “We shouldn’t split up,” Arden reminded him.

      “I’ll see you in a bit.” He headed out the back door.

      Arden stood and watched him from the gap in the plywood. She watched the Cadillac sputter down the road.

      She returned back to her spot and worked on her notes. Her relationship with Joe hadn’t gone anywhere. On their way to-and-from various stakeouts and interrogations, they hardly talked. Arden didn’t know if they were on good terms or bad terms. She wasn’t sure how much she cared at this point. They were using each other to exact some sort of revenge/justice, but without saving any lives, the process was incredibly hollow. Arden lived one night at a time. She hadn’t opened her Bible in weeks. She barely dreamed anymore. Joe would spend his free time exercising. They’d practice hand-to-hand combat every once in a while, but whatever romantic spark Arden had felt in that bunker a month ago was gone.

      Though Arden was sitting still, she knew she was running… running from herself… running from God. She rested her head against the wall behind her and stared blankly at the dark room. Its walls were white and empty. She wondered if anything she was doing mattered. If this was her life now, was it really living?

      

      Joe watched Jessica from across the street.

      She’d gotten a new haircut. It was a short bob that hovered over her shoulders. Joe thought it suited her.

      She washed dishes while Ethan gobbled down celery sticks at the table. Joe smiled slightly. It had been so long since he felt any joy, it was a surprise his stone-cold face didn’t crack from the simple grin. Dressed in a dark hoodie, jeans, and boots, he stood in the shadow beside the across-the-street neighbor's house. With his reverse sleep cycles, he was wide awake. Honestly, he was surprised to see that Jessica was awake so late, too. Joe’s mother was living with her now, but she’d fallen asleep drinking wine and watching television. In her seventies, Joe was surprised his mom’s liver still functioned. Not wanting to think about his estranged family, Joe quickly refocused his attention on his surroundings.

      He checked both sides of the street and made his quick run across. He walked around to the back door of his house and looked around the small bush where he used to keep the spare house key. It wasn’t there. Jessica must’ve moved it. Joe checked above the doorframe and under a few rocks. Success.

      He unlocked the door.

      Heart pounding, he stepped inside the laundry room. Walking quietly, he made his way through the house. He turned into the living room. The light from the kitchen was casting a fan of light across the hardwood floor. He moved to the threshold of the empty doorway and pressed his back against the wall. He peered around the corner and saw Ethan eating at the table. The two-year-old clenched a celery stick in each of his puffy fists. He had a mop of thin brown hair and chubby cheeks. He wore a blue shirt with a cartoon on it. Joe looked past the toddler and at Jessica. She wore an apron and her school clothes. She turned off the faucet with her elbow and dried her wet hands on the washrag. She walked over to Ethan. “You ready to go to bed, buddy?”

      Ethan smiled and gently hammered his fists on the plastic support tray in front of him. Jessica took the celery from his hands. She put one of the sticks in her mouth like a cigar and tossed the other one into the trash. She picked up Ethan and looked at Joe standing at the edge of the room. He was only partly in the light. Jessica jumped.

      Joe took a step forward. His face was haggard. His goatee had grown longer, and there were the makings of a beard on his cheeks, too. There were sorrow and joy in his expression. “Hey,” he said.

      Jessica drew her child closer to herself. “You need to leave.”

      “Jess, c’mon, just give me two minutes to talk,” Joe said tiredly.

      Jessica nervously chewed on the inside of her cheek. Joe stayed tense, waiting.

      When Joe thought he had the silent go-ahead, he responded by saying, “I know this has been hard for you, but I want to tell you that I’ll be coming home soon.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Dad. I’m not a little girl.” Jessica replied as she teared up.

      “I’m doing my best to clear my name,” Joe said. “I’m sure you’ve heard about all the arrests. All I need is to find Scarlet and get her to tell her side of the story. Once that happens, the police will be ready to hear the truth.”

      “You shouldn’t have come here, Dad,” Jessica said as she bounced Ethan in her arms.

      “I wanted to see you. I wanted to see him.” Joe smiled at the toddler, and Ethan smiled back. Joe turned his eyes back to Jessica. “I love you both. I’d give anything to be back in your lives.”

      Jessica stared at him. “Dad, I’m serious. You shouldn’t have come here.”

      “But—”

      There was a loud knock on the door.

      Jessica’s eyes watered. “They said you’d come here. They said it was only a matter of time.”

      The knocking grew more violent.

      “Police?” Joe asked as his hand found his pistol.

      Jessica looked away in shame. “I’m sorry.”

      Suddenly, the door was kicked in, and two undercover cops rushed into the room.

      Joe turned around and ran, firing a bullet at the nearest window and hurling himself through the glass. He felt the shards cut into his forearms as he guarded his face and slammed into the lawn behind him. Police sirens screamed down the street.

      He heard the cops yelling and coming his way from both inside of the house and outside.

      Joe scrambled up the neighbor’s fence and fell next to the pool on the other side. Their little dog yapped at him as he ran out onto the road.

      Cursing, he ran down the street. The sirens grew louder. It wouldn’t be long before he saw a helicopter in the distance.

      Joe didn’t slow down. He ran through more lawns and was splashed by sprinklers. After a few minutes, he was out of the neighborhood.

      Drenched in sweat and winded, he started back to headquarters—the condemned house.

      A van was driving down the road. Joe ran out in front of it. The driver slammed on the brakes.

      Joe ran around to the driver’s side and aimed his gun. “Out. Now!”

      The driver quickly exited.

      Joe climbed inside and sped down the road.

      In the distance, he could see the helicopter getting closer. Joe turned off the van’s headlights and pulled into a car washing station to keep it hidden. He got out and proceeded on foot. In the heart of Atlanta, he found a cheap motel.

      There were prostitutes and junkies outside. His current attire allowed him to blend right in. He offered one of the girls some cash and vanished inside one of the rooms. As she started to disrobe, Joe told her to stop, sit on the couch, and be quiet. He pulled up a chair next to the window and watched for the police.

      After twenty minutes, a cop car pulled up. They asked around for Joe, but none of the junkies or hookers talked. The police drove away.

      Joe asked the hooker about a cab service. She gave him a number. He asked to borrow her phone.

      After getting a cab, Joe was dropped off at a house two blocks from headquarters. He paid the cab driver with the last of the cash he had on him and walked to where he needed to go.

      

      Looking over the remaining targets, Arden heard Joe knocking on the back door. They had a signature way of knocking to identify each other.

      Arden opened the door to him. Joe was a sweaty mess. He walked by her.

      Arden sealed the door behind him. “Where is the car?”

      “I don’t have it,” Joe replied.

      Arden’s mouth made a line on her face.

      Joe took a seat at the side of the room. The lack of furniture was a major annoyance. “I went to see Jessica.”

      Arden fought back her instincts to yell about the car. “What happened?”

      “She doesn’t want anything to do with me,” Joe said. “And the cops were waiting.”

      Arden thought she should say something comforting but felt dry. Stealing another car wouldn’t be fun or easy.

      Joe lowered his head to his pulled-up knees and began to tremble. Arden observed him for a moment. She realized he was crying. Arden could hardly believe it. She gingerly approached and sat down next to him. She hesitated and then put her arm around his broad shoulder.

      Joe wiped a tear away with his palm. He looked up at her, broken and defeated. “Pray for me, Arden.”

      The request threw Arden off-guard. Was this a joke? She hadn’t prayed in weeks. What would she say? She saw Joe’s desperation and put aside her feelings.

      “Father…” she said. Her heart rate quickened. Guilt and shame hung heavy on her shoulders. She pressed through it. “Jesus, get Joe home. Keep his daughter safe. Help Scarlet. Help us. Please. I… I don’t know how much longer we can go on. Please. You’re all we have now...” Arden never said amen. She didn’t want the prayer to end.

      In their shanty house, illuminated by a lantern, they sat together. Joe mumbled his own prayer. “I just want to see my family.” Joe struggled with the words. “I’m sorry. I’ve done a lot of bad things. I repent, or whatever. Just help me. Help me, and I’ll live for you. I’ll live for you now, Jesus, if that’s what it takes. Please, God.” Joe buried his head in his folded arms.

      Arden was breathless. She never thought he would take the plunge. She was brought back to the time when her sister died. She remembered her prayer. It was similar. That seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Arden sat with him for a while. She saw the lantern flicker. The sun was almost fully up now. She decided it was time to get some rest. She got up and realized that Joe was asleep. She let him rest. Arden found her sleeping bag and went to bed.

      The next night, they stole a car. Neither of them discussed the prayer, but Joe seemed more focused than he had been. Arden wasn’t sure if it was his newfound faith or just his drive to finish the mission. Either way, he moved with purpose.

      Their next stop would change everything.
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      His name was Jackie Finn. Forty-four years old, three times divorced, and the owner of a local talent agency.

      He was on Arden’s list.

      Hector Rivera said that Jackie was a “special kind of twisted.” He enjoyed luring girls into compromising situations and filming them for his personal collection.

      He was at the orchard the night Arden lost Scarlet and was possibly inside the ritual den.

      Tucked into the shadows between two street lights, Arden and Joe watched the high-rise apartment from their stolen car. They sipped on cheap gas station coffee. It tasted like burned ash. Concerned with getting energy, she took another sip and glanced over at Joe in the driver seat. His gaze was fixed on the building ahead of him. His attention was absolute. The beginning of a scruffy beard clothed his cheeks. The ends of the beard were speckled with cinder for the first time in his life.

      Joe noticed her watching him. His expression posed a question.

      Arden asked, “What’s the play?”

      “Keep waiting. He’ll come out soon enough.”

      The clock ticked on.

      Though Arden had grown used to the waiting, she felt a strange anxiousness tonight.

      Her foot tapped. Her teeth chattered lightly.

      At around midnight, Jackie Finn stepped out of the high-rise’s front door. He fixed his cufflinks and waited at the edge of the road. Jackie wore a grey suit but no tie. An expensive watch clung to his wrist. He had slicked-back black hair that curled at the ends. His face was long and his jaw was like a brick. He had serpentine green eyes and thin lips. The guy stood with cocky pride. Even the way he looked down the street was with disdain.

      A classy Uber pulled up in front of him. He entered. Joe followed behind. They traveled through Atlanta, eventually coming to a halt in the busy downtown. Long lines of people trailed outside of nightclubs. Music sounded from rooftop bars. Police lingered near their cars, checking out the underdressed women as they passed.

      Arden slipped on a flat cap and a fake lip piercing. She wore a bomber jacket and tattered pants. Makeup painted her face, making her look younger. She’d put some on Joe, as well, to hide his wrinkles. The disguises were necessary. After they finished tonight, they’d have to ditch their outfits to keep the police guessing.

      Jackie got out of the Uber with his phone pressed to his ear. He chatted away.

      Joe dropped off Arden and went to find a parking spot.

      Arden slipped through the crowded sidewalks, keeping an eye on Jackie. He skipped the line outside the nightclub, flashed his ID to the bouncer, and got right in. She didn’t have an ID or any means of getting into the nightclub. She walked to a nearby alley and searched for an alternative route. One of the bartenders lingered outside the emergency exit and took a drag from his cigarette. He rested one arm on the railing that ran next to the small set of three stairs outside the back door. Arden approached him and put on a helpless, cute smile.

      The bartender glanced up from his smartphone. He took a drag.

      “Mind if I?” Arden asked.

      He pulled the cigarette from his lips and gave it to Arden. She hadn’t smoked in years. The smoke danced around her tongue. She blew out a ring and gave the cig back to the bartender.

      The two stood in silence for a moment.

      “Check it,” the bartender said. He pointed his cigarette-holding hand to the rooftop bar nearby. There was a couple dancing. Their eyes were closed. They swayed slowly and rhythmically. “Pretty, huh?”

      Arden stared longingly at the couple. “It is.”

      The bartender took another drag.

      Arden said, “I’d like someone to dance with. You mind if I come inside with you?”

      The bartender checked his phone. “Can’t. My fifteen is almost over.”

      “So, you’ll leave me out in the cold?” Arden asked, playing with her voice to sound sexier.

      The bartender pressed the tip of the cig against the railing he leaned on. He gestured for Arden to follow him inside.

      The music pulsed through the walls. Arden passed through a neon-lite hall before stepping into the main room. A sea of bodies swamped the dance floor and huddled around the large square bar in the center. Finding Jackie would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.

      “Ladies’ room?” Arden asked the bartender.

      He pointed to the restroom sign. She gave him a small smile and quickly turned that way. She texted Joe the location on her burner phone. He wouldn’t be able to get inside, but he could still watch the exits.

      Hands buried in her pockets, Arden walked through the dance floor. The loud music thumped in her ears. She kept a keen eye out for her target. After a few moments, she decided to ask one of the servers about a man with a gray suit. The woman sized Arden up and scoffed.

      “Take a number,” she said.

      “What does that mean?” Arden asked.

      The server rolled her eyes and walked on. Jackie must have quite the reputation. Arden found another server, a male this time, and asked him.

      The server contemplated for a moment. “I can put in a word for you…” he looked down at Arden’s chest. “What will you do for me?”

      Arden grinned and leaned in close to his ear. “I won’t go around screaming, telling the whole club that you groped me.”

      The server went pale. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of Arden.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      The server pocketed his phone. “He’ll want to see you before he calls you up.”

      Arden stayed in the back corner of the club and watched the youth of her generation grinding on one another. After tracking down perverts for so long, she couldn’t help but feel disgusted any time she saw lustful acts.

      Joe sent her a text, telling her he had eyes on the back exit. Arden wished there was a way to get him into the club, but it looked like she’d have to go solo.

      The server returned and extended his lowered hand to Arden. There was something in his palm. Arden shook and snuck the small packet into her sleeve. The man seemed impressed by her sleight of hand. “Freshen up. Knock three times on the VIP Lounge 2. It’s upstairs. Oh, and don’t make a scene.”

      The server walked away.

      Arden slipped the small packet out, seeing it was a gram of cocaine. Arden slunk into a dark corner. She could see the server watching her. Arden mimicked snorting a line off the side of her thumb when in actuality, she cut into the baggie with her fingernail and let the powder fall away. She put on bug-eye sunglasses that were in her small purse and headed for the green neon VIP sign resting above the entrance to the stairs. A few girls flirted with the bouncer standing guard. He saw Arden coming and stepped aside, letting her hike up the stairs.

      As she conquered one step at a time, the music was washed away, and all she could hear was the violent thump of the bass. She reached the top of the stairs, uncertain what Mr. Finn had in store of her. She texted Joe, giving him a quick update. A pretty blonde stepped out of a nearby door. Black mascara tears stained her cheek. There were splits on her fishnet stockings. Red scratches raked across her pale flesh. She hurried for the bathroom door.

      Arden looked for VIP Lounge 2 and saw it was the same room the girl had come from. Arden took a breath. She knocked three times and waited.

      A minute passed. She was tempted to knock again, but over the years of tracking similar pervs, Arden had learned that these types of appointments were very particular about who they granted andaudience and the proper procedure to do so.

      Two minutes passed.

      The other girl still hadn’t returned from the restroom.

      Finally, the lock clicked.

      The shiny door knob rotated.

      The door inched open.

      Through the crack, she saw a smartphone screen with Arden’s picture. “This you?” A voice asked.

      “See for yourself,” Arden replied.

      The door opened more.

      She saw a handsome young man. His sleeveless shirt accentuated his muscular arms. His skinny legs sprouted out from basketball shorts. His head was shaved. He had a dumb smile and a single gold earring. There was something cartoonish about him.

      “Well, hello,” he said with a large grin.

      Arden wanted to cringe. She kept her seductive smile instead.

      “May I come in?” Arden asked.

      The man stepped aside.

      She looked around the lounge. It was more like an office. There was a couch facing a desk. Jackie Finn sat in the leather chair. There were three cameras pointed at the visitor’s couch. One faced it head-on, and two looked at it from forty-five-degree angles. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was going on here.

      The man let her inside.

      Jackie had his hands folded on the desk.

      He smiled at Arden. “Hey. I’m Jackie. That’s my good friend, Bo.”

      Bo closed the door behind Arden.

      Arden put her purse aside and placed the empty plastic baggie on the desktop. “Thanks for the gift.”

      “Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?” Jackie asked.

      Arden glanced at the cameras. “Those on?”

      Jackie shook his head no.

      “Good,” Arden replied. “I was hoping we could have some alone time before we got started.”

      Arden crawled up on the desk and toward Jackie. He smiled widely and leaned back in his seat, making Arden work to reach him.

      Jackie asked, “I don’t know your name yet.”

      “Does it matter? I was going to lie anyway,” Arden replied. She gently wrapped her fingers around his throat.

      Bo watched her, nodding giddily.

      “Tell your friend to give us some space,” Arden said to Jackie.

      “I like Bo,” Jackie replied.

      “You’re going to like me more,” Arden tightened her grip around Jackie’s throat.

      Jackie glanced at Bo and silently told him to go.

      Grinning stupidly, Bo stepped out of the room. “Save some for me.” The door closed behind him.

      “That door locked?” Arden asked.

      “Don’t worry. No one will bug us.”

      “So it is locked?”

      “Yeah,” Jackie said as he looked at Arden’s chest.

      Arden moved closer to his lips. “Good.” She could smell his minty breath. She moved her left hand up from the man’s neck, up the side of his face, and to the man’s slicked hair.

      “Hey,” Jackie complained at first and then smiled. “Watch it, okay. I put a lot of work into that.”

      Arden grabbed his hair tighter and violently yanked his head back.

      “Hey!” he shouted, growing angry.

      His Adam’s apple bulged in his exposed neck. Arden jabbed it with her right hand as hard as she could. The man doubled over, gagging. Arden quickly stood on the desk and kicked him in the jaw. His desk chair slammed over. Arden jumped on him. Jackie struggled to breathe and tried to guard the side of his face as Arden whaled on him. She didn’t know where the violent outburst came from, but she didn’t let up. When the man stopped resisting, Arden straddled his chest and pinned his arms under her knee.

      Jackie struggled to breathe. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Blood leaked from his busted brow, nose, and lips. His eyes swelled.

      “Tell me about Scarlet Gales,” Arden asked up.

      Jackie wheezed.

      “Talk or I’ll hit you in the neck again,” Arden threatened.

      Jackie tried to speak, but only a broken rattle escaped his throat.

      Arden opened and closed her throbbing fist. “You know who I am, right?”

      “The… witch…” Jackie said breathlessly.

      “That’s what they call me.” A cruel smile curved up Arden’s face. “If you want to share your friend’s fate, resist. If you want to go down the road less traveled, start talking.”

      “I don’t know where…” Jackie winced in pain, “the girl is…”

      “What about Garold Grey?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Arden struck in the same bleeding eye.

      He yelped in pain. “I don’t know!” He tried getting up, but Arden’s legs kept his arm pinned.

      “I showed mercy to the others, but I’m getting impatient,” Arden threatened.

      Jackie cried out, “You don’t know what they’ll do to me.”

      “You should be more concerned about who’s in front of you.”

      “I can help you. I know what you’re really after.” Jackie winced.

      Arden tilted her head slightly. “And what’s that?”

      “Vengeance,” Jackie coughed.

      Arden didn’t reply.

      Jackie wheezed, still fighting to regain his breath. “For your sister.”

      Arden’s world froze. Her jaw fell open. “What?”

      “The whore six years ago,” Jackie replied. “You’re not the only one doing research on their enemies. I’ve been reading up on you since the videotapes started being shown in the news. I know ways to help you.”

      The room started to spin around Arden. Flashes of Patricia’s cadaver filled her vision. It was like the room had turned into a water-soaked ditch and her little sister’s defiled body stood there.

      Jackie continued, “I can take you to the men who raped her. I know them.”

      Arden’s blood rushed through her body. She glared down at the man. “You’re lying.”

      “I don’t owe them anything,” Jackie said. “You let me go, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “I have a better idea,” Arden said and punched him in the throat.

      Jackie gagged. Arden got off him. She rolled him over and twisted his arm behind his back. She kept bending it until she heard the joint pop. Jackie screamed through his teeth.

      Arden got up and rushed to her purse. She unzipped it and pulled out her phone. She glanced over to the desk. Jackie pushed against the floor to stand but collapsed under the weight of his non-functional arm.

      Arden called Joe.

      He answered, “Hey,”

      “We need to extract Finn.”

      “How?”

      In the corner of her eye, Arden noticed Jackie reaching for his cell phone. “Give me a sec.”

      She quickly marched over to him and stomped on his hand holding the phone. He gasped in pain. Arden kicked the broken phone to the corner of the room. She glanced at the window. “How good of a catch are you?”

      “… decent,” Joe replied.

      Arden looked down at the small parking lot beneath the window. “Come around the back. Call me when you get there.”

      Jackie crawled to his desk and reached for his drawer. Arden kicked him in the stomach. She opened the drawer, noticing the gun within.

      Arden grabbed it. “This what you’re looking for?”

      A look of horror overtook Jackie’s face. Arden went to the window. It was bolted shut. Arden slammed the butt of the pistol against it. After the third hit, it splintered. The seventh hit shattered it.

      She looked back.

      Jackie was crawling his way toward the door. “Bo! Bo!”

      Arden walked over to him and aimed the gun at the back of his head. He looked over his shoulder. “You won’t do it.”

      “You want to bet?” Arden asked. “Get up and walk.”

      Jackie, still struggling to breathe, struggled to get to his feet, but did so. Arden directed him to the window. He looked out at the lot. “No. Never.”

      Joe’s car pulled up, and he opened the trunk.

      He rushed under Arden.

      Arden kept the gun aimed at Jackie’s back. “Jump.”

      “You’ve got to be—”

      “Jump, or I push you!”

      “Someone, help—Aaaah!”

      The rest of what he said was lost after she shoved him. His body twirled and landed in Joe’s arms. He was forced to take a knee. Jackie was too shocked to run. Joe threw him inside the trunk and slammed it shut.

      Arden heard Bo banging on the door. “Yo, Jackie. You finished yet?”

      Arden glanced down at Joe. “Ready for one more?”

      Joe gestured for her to jump.

      Throwing caution to the wind, Arden leaped out the window. The wind against her was exhilarating. She landed in Joe’s arms. He oof’ed and helped get her back on solid ground. They drove away. Arden felt the adrenaline pulsing through her like speed. Her entire body shook. She didn’t even feel her bruised knuckles.

      “That was reckless,” Joe remarked.

      “What part?” Arden asked.

      “All of it.”

      Arden held her swelling hand. “He knows who killed my sister.”

      Joe seemed annoyed. “What does that have to do with Scarlet?”

      “Maybe nothing. Maybe everything,” Arden replied. She watched the city blur by.

      They drove back to their headquarters.

      Joe checked out the area before pulling in behind the condemned house. There were local drug dealers watching them from the steps of another building, but they didn’t ask any questions. It had been like that for weeks.

      Arden got out and opened the back door for Joe. He popped the trunk.

      Jackie scrambled out, yelling. “Help!”

      His cry was cut off when Joe tackled him and covered his mouth. “Scream, and I’ll snap your neck.”

      Arden quickly grabbed the duct tape and handed it off to Joe. He wrapped it around Jackie’s mouth and his eyes. Joe, twisting the man’s only good arm behind his back, led Jackie into the building. Arden closed the door. Joe took Jackie to one of the spare bedrooms. Arden held the man at gunpoint until his arms were taped together. After they finished, Arden pulled the tape from his mouth.

      The man cursed them out.

      Arden waited until he stopped before saying, “Tell me about the men who attacked my sister.”

      “I only know their first names: Benny, John, and Duke.”

      “Last names?”

      “I don’t know, but they run a brothel on the outskirts of town.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll show you,” Jackie said.

      “Not happening,” Arden said firmly.

      “How else are you going to know what they look like?” Jackie asked. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

      Arden glared at him.

      Jackie continued. “The only way to get in contact with them is to pose as a buyer. They don’t mess with no-names. I can help you in, but you’ll have to let me go after. Promise?”

      Arden glanced at Joe.

      He shrugged.

      Arden took a breath. “Let me think on it. If you try to escape or do something stupid, I’ll dislocate your other shoulder. Understand?”

      Jackie nodded.

      Joe and Arden sealed him inside the dark room.

      Joe held up the lantern. They made their way back into the kitchen.

      “Are you sure about this, Arden?” Joe asked.

      “Not at all,” Arden replied. “But it's our best chance at getting some witnesses. It could tie in with the human traffickers associated with Scarlet.”

      “Or not,” Joe said.

      “It's what we have to work with,” Arden barked.

      Joe didn’t look pleased by her outburst.

      Arden calmed herself. “Please, Joe. Stick with me on this one. I might have a way for it all to work out.”

      “How?”

      “We go to Macon and talk to the detectives,” Arden said.

      “Kovac and Dawkins. I haven’t seen those guys in years,” Joe replied.

      They hadn’t really caught up with the detectives since they moved to Atlanta, but the detectives helped Arden find Jessica when she was abducted. Right now, Arden needed allies.

      The next morning, Joe decided to stay back with Jackie while Arden changed her clothes and took the trip to Macon. The open road gave her time to think.

      Bringing Jackie back to her home was risky, but it was all she could do. She didn’t see any other better options. This was her only chance at avenging her sister. All of her research had been lost. Yes, there was a high probability that Jackie was lying, but Arden had to risk it. She felt the craving, much like a junkie when they’ve not taken a hit in a long time. It awoke her senses.

      She thought back to the talk she had a long time ago with her pastor. He told her to let God and the police take care of her sister’s killers. The police were against Arden, and she wasn’t sure where she stood with God. Quite frankly, it felt good to beat on Jackie. Every punch made her feel powerful. It was like she’d finally gained some control back in her life. The high lasted for forty more minutes before regret seeped into mind. She remembered all the girls she’d helped over the years. She told them about their created value. How special they were in God’s eyes. That was why she had started her crusade. It was never to punish evil. It was to save the disenfranchised.

      Arden tightened her grip around the steering wheel. Tears welled in her eyes as guilt twisted in her heart like a knife. How far had she fallen? Could she ever get back up? Why? Your life is already over. Might as well have a little fun before the candle snuffs out, a voice told her. Was it her own? Was it an unseen enemy? She didn’t know anymore. Perhaps God had put her on this journey to be his hand of judgment. Perhaps she was on the road to hell with no way out.

      Arden questioned if she was ever changed. Before her sister, she partied endlessly, used people, slept with countless men, backstabbed, and she threw it all away when her sister died. Was her faith just a facade she’d tricked herself into believing? Was it all just some illusion to give her some false sense of purpose? She must’ve imagined that peace she felt when she was born again. It was probably some product of brain chemicals brought on by a long-needed desire to have a new life. Had all those times she thought she heard God speak been just her own consciousness? A million more questions and doubts swirled in her mind.

      She blinked and realized she’d arrived in Macon, Georgia.

      In the historical district, pre-Civil War relics stood alongside modern architecture. There were plenty of ghettos and a huge music scene.

      Arden pulled up to a coffee shop near the Macon Police Department. It was a stop for many cops. She would have to be careful. As soon as the owner put out the “Open” sign, Arden headed inside and took a seat in the far back. She sipped from the coffee cup and waited.

      A few cops showed up and grabbed a cup before heading out. None of them paid mind to Arden. Finally, Detective Dawkins entered. In his late forties, he had salted brown hair and deep lines on his jowls. A small smile lingered on his clean-shaven face. His eyes were dark, old, and droopy like a dog. He wore a cream-colored sports coat with dark brown elbow patches that didn’t fully match his checked gray and white pants. His shirt was wrinkled, and there was an old mustard stain in the middle.

      He ordered coffee and walked over to the concession table to get some creamers.

      Arden moseyed her way over there.

      “It’s been a while,” Arden said quietly.

      Dawkins glanced over. His eyes went wide. “Holy—”

      “Don’t cause a ruckus.”

      “Right, because I don’t have the state’s number one criminal two feet away from me,” Dawkins said sarcastically. “You better talk quick.”

      “I was hoping we could share a cup of coffee,” Arden said.

      “There’s plenty of joe in the Precinct. Come on down,” Dawkins replied.

      “It’s burned and tastes bad,” Arden said.

      Dawkins spun the creamer in his coffee with a stirring stick. “You have until I’m done mixing my sugar and then I arrest you.”

      “Dawkins, it’s me you’re talking about.”

      “You’re wasting time,” Dawkins replied.

      Arden slipped him a flash drive.

      Dawkins pocketed it. “It’s not going to give my computer a virus, is it?”

      “Not likely,” Arden replied. “I need you to watch that.”

      “Okay…”

      “I’ve already started to dismantle a very corrupt and dangerous operation, but I need someone to have my back,” Arden said.

      “Well, that’s not vague,” Dawkins said and tossed out his stirring stick.

      “I’m in Atlanta still. If I don’t come back in a few days, come after me.”

      “How will I find you?” Dawkins asked.

      “The clues are all there,” Arden replied. “I’m putting a lot of trust in you, Dawkins. Please don’t let me down.”

      Dawkins chuckled. “You’re insane, investigator.”

      “Possibly.”

      And with that, Arden walked out of the restaurant. She found her car a block away and made her drive back to Atlanta. She checked in her rearview constantly, expecting there to be cop cars behind her. She made it back without issue.

      Arden walked into the condemned house. She crawled into her sleeping bag and folded her hands behind her head. She looked up at the ceiling and thought about the contents on the zip drive. It was Hector's unedited interrogation along with a picture slide show of the condemned house. She’d leave a trail to the brothel in here for the detectives to follow.

      Arden tried her best to remain calm but couldn’t. If she really saw the men that killed her sister, she needed to make sure she was ready to pull the trigger. Even if this didn’t have to do with Scarlet, it would be a worthwhile diversion.

      That night, Arden and Joe returned to Jackie’s room.

      They popped his shoulder back into place.

      “You ready to help us out?” Arden asked.

      They loaded him into the back of the car. Arden and Joe were ready. They drove a little way before removing the duct tape around his eyes.

      Jackie wore sunglasses to hide his black eyes and a headkerchief around his bruised neck. Arden stayed seated next to him in the back seat. She was ready to hurt him if needed, but he seemed complacent. Arden gave him the flip phone. “Call your friends and tell them you’re coming.”

      Nervous, Jackie dialed their number. The phone rang and rang until someone picked up. “Hey, Choppy. It's Jackie.”

      “The hell you want?” Choppy replied.

      “I have two fine folks interested in your stock. You available tonight?”

      “Fine folk?” Choppy asked.

      “Yep. Two. You good?” Jackie asked.

      Choppy was quiet for a long moment. He replied, “Yeah. I’m good.”

      “Sweet,” Jackie said. “I’ll see you soon.” Jackie hung up and gave the phone back to Arden.

      “Fine folk,” Joe smirked. “You don’t know much about us.”

      Jackie leaned his head against the window. “As long as you hold up your end of the deal, you’ll be the finest folk I’ve ever met.”

      They arrived at a busy underground club. There were stairs descending into the basement. It had the classic feel of a speakeasy.

      Joe looked for a place to park. “Tell us about the place.”

      “Don’t let the lurkers fool you. It’s a classy establishment. A lot of famous people come here dressed like normal civilians. With a few right words, they are allowed into the private hall,” Jackie explained.

      “What’s in there?” Arden asked.

      “Your heart’s desire,” Jackie reply. “That’s where you’ll find Choppy and the boys. You can do whatever you want then. So, am I free to go?”

      “Not yet,” Joe said.

      They parked and walked down a street lined with bars. Joe kept a tight grip on the back of Jackie’s shirt as he walked. Arden flanked him from the other side. They were ready to attack him if he tried anything.

      “We won’t hesitate to kill you,” Joe said plainly.

      “Okay,” Jackie replied. “And I won’t hesitate to follow your lead.” Jackie approached the bouncer at the underground club. He hiked his thumb back at Arden and Joe. “We’re here to see Choppy. Maybe you remember me?”

      The bouncer gave Arden and Joe strange looks and moved to the side.

      They stepped into the bar. It was a loud place, but not as intense as the nightclub where they captured Jackie. They walked past the bar and to the far back door. Two bouncers guarded it.

      “Bannerman,” Jackie said.

      The two bouncers stepped aside. Beyond was a short hallway that led to a second set of stairs. The walls had a nice wood finish. The floor had been waxed. They reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped into a gambling hall. There were crap tables and Texas Hold ‘Em being played. Through dressed casually, the men playing were high rollers. They laughed loudly and had hotties on their laps. Most of the women looked bored out of their minds, but the moment the money started to pile up, life returned to them.

      “Almost there,” Jackie said.

      Arden kept her hand near her concealed pistol.

      “Tell me about the place,” Joe asked.

      Jackie shrugged. “Just one of many rackets around town. Not my taste. To be honest, I think most of it is a scam. You know how it is. House always wins.”

      They moved through the gambling hall and to a final set of doors. Jackie said to the bouncers, “Renegade blue.”

      The bouncers let them pass through into the final hall, with a seemingly empty room with glossy white walls and floors. Jackie stopped at the threshold. “Here is where you’ll find the men. Tell them you’re after Grade X.”

      “What’s that?” Joe asked.

      “Code to get access to their suppliers,” Jackie replied. “May I go now?”

      “Stick around a little longer,” Joe said, leaving no room for argument.

      Jackie frowned but stayed with them.

      They stepped into the room and noticed a small desk with a young woman wearing a ladies’ suit standing behind it. Her cut blond hair was glossy and full of product. Her nose was sharp, and she had a shapely body.

      Jackie smiled at her. “Hey, beautiful. We’re interested in Grade X.”

      The woman glanced over to Joe and Arden. She smiled furiously at them. “Right away.” She winked at Joe and drew out her phone.

      She called a number. “Yes, we have two looking of Grade X… Male and female.”

      Jackie kept his head down. Something in Arden’s gut churned. Jackie started to shake slightly. Concerned, Arden glanced at him.

      Jackie was laughing.

      “Oh, God,” Arden mumbled.

      What followed happened quickly, probably within six seconds.

      A door opened.

      A group of bulky hired guns—covered in face tattoos and dressed in baggy clothes—rushed inside.

      Arden reached for her weapon.

      Jackie turned to run. Joe reached out and grabbed Jackie. His fingers brushed against the back of Jackie’s blazer, narrowly missing him.

      Just as Arden started drawing her weapon, she was looking down the barrel of a half-dozen pistols.

      Joe drew his arm back to himself as Jackie scurried behind the receptionist.

      The hired guns silently aimed their weapons at the investigators.

      Joe clenched his jaw over and over, flexing the muscles under his cheeks.

      Arden took her hand away from her weapon and raised it above her head.

      The men stared at her. One smiled with a mouthful of golden teeth. His face was covered in tattoos that made him look like a tribal warrior.

      Jackie’s chuckle rang in Arden’s ears. The smiling thug tilted his pistol slightly sideways. Looking down the black barrel caused Arden’s heart to skip beats. Knowing she was a single trigger pull away from the end sent chills dancing down her spine.

      “Let’s talk,” Arden said.

      Jackie stopped laughing and wiped a tear from his eye. “The time for that is over.”

      The smiling thug said, “Weapons.”

      Arden traded looks with Joe. They both knew that drawing out their weapons would result in death.

      Arden carefully unclipped the pistol and placed it on the floor. She kicked it to the men. Joe hesitated but did the same. Three of the men swarmed Joe and three swarmed Arden. They twisted Arden’s arm around her back.

      She gasped. “We can help each other—” Arden’s bluff was interrupted by a sharp pain in her neck. In her peripherals, she saw the point of a needle.

      The room started spinning.

      She frantically turned to Joe. He resisted the men and was punched in the jaw.

      Arden lost feeling in her fingertips.

      She tried to talk, but gibberish fell from her lips.

      Darkness closed in on the edges of her vision.

      She fought to stay awake, but her motor functions were quickly failing.

      Jackie’s laughter grew farther and farther away.

      “God help me,” she said, but no words came out.

      Soon, Arden was in blackness.
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      Total darkness.

      Come back to me, Arden, a voice whispered.

      The world rumbled.

      Arden’s face was glued to a cold surface.

      Her head throbbed from the tranquilizer and the rattling of the floor.

      Icy metal dug into her wrists.

      The stench of body odor violated her nose.

      She tasted copper.

      Arden opened her eyes and saw a thin, vertical beam of light leaking through the gap of two metal doors. It took her a second to realize she was in the back of a moving semi-truck, curled up like a pill bug.

      She put her palms on the cold, rumbling floor and pushed. The chain from her handcuffs dragged on the metal floor as she sat up. Because her wrists were bound, the simple action was a chore. She glanced around the dark container and saw a group of three women. They were in their twenties and much prettier than Arden. One was dark-skinned with frizzy black hair, and the other two were white. One had blond hair and one had red hair. They were dressed like clubbers: jean jackets, cut-off tank tops, miniskirts, leggings, and heels. They rested their backs against the front wall of the semi-truck.

      Arden checked herself and realized she was dressed in matching attire. She shuddered, knowing that someone had changed her clothes. Her eyes watered. Terror slashed her heart. She had no memory of what had happened after Jackie’s betrayal. She searched her mind, but there was no recollection.

      Trust Me, that voice whispered again.

      With no solution, no way of escape, no wisdom of her own, Arden closed her eyes and believed. She didn’t question the voice. She didn’t want to. The relationship with Jesus was all she had now, and even if she didn’t see the light of day, she held fast to the source of her salvation, knowing she was on her way to death’s door. She was tired of fearing what was on the other side. She was tired of doubting. She gave up on holding on and trying to understand everything. She gave up on going back and forth. It was time for the rubber to hit the road. No tricks were going to get her out of this one. She had to believe. Some part of her thought she must earn her way back into God’s grace, but Arden didn’t fully believe that.

      She turned to the girls. Without asking their names, she said, “Let’s pray.”

      She saw the sour doubt on their faces, but that didn’t stop them from holding hands. Arden, unsure where the sudden burst of faith had come from, opened her mouth and said, “Father, I thank You that You always hear my prayers—”

      Her own words amazed her. The logical part of her mind called her a fool and cursed God, but Arden kept on praying. “I ask by the authority and the power of the Lord Jesus Christ that we’ll be set free of this prison and that you’ll lead us into new life. We surrender to You our fears, our worries, and rely on You as our hope. Thank you, Father. Thank you for Your love and the value You’ve seen in us. Amen.”

      Arden opened her eyes. She realized the blonde was weeping, the dark-skinned girl was still praying, and the redhead glared at Arden bitterly. Arden let go of their hands and sat next to them.

      “You don’t believe that,” Red said.

      Arden inhaled through her nose. Fighting to muster the courage, she said, “I do.” The change in her mind was quick. Almost nonessential, like the Creator himself, had equipped her with just what she needed at just the right time.

      Suddenly, the truck came to a violent stop.

      The quick jerking movement slammed the back of Arden’s head against the wall behind her. She grimaced and rubbed the growing knot on the back of her head. All the girls’ eyes went wide. Arden got to her feet and watched the double doors.

      The latch on the door screeched as it loosened.

      The other girls stood next to Arden.

      One of the double doors flung open. Arden covered her eyes from the sudden light. A man in a ski mask stood at the threshold. He wore a trucker’s jacket and tight jeans. He held a pistol with the barrel pointed down.

      He signaled Arden. “You first.”

      Arden didn’t move.

      The man lifted his gun. “Now.”

      She walked to the threshold of the door. Woods stretched as far as the eye could see. The trees and bushes were lush, green, and full of life. There was something untamed about this strange place. Keeping one hand on the gun, the man presented his other hand to Arden. She took it and accepted his help down. She looked ahead and saw a small cabin tucked away in the woods.

      “Don’t run,” the man warned.

      Arden stood by as the gunman called the girls out one by one.

      Arden turned back to the road from which they came. It was a long dirt path with no end in sight. She was tempted to run into the wilderness and thought back to Joe and her escape from the orchard. They’d barely survived then. Arden knew she wouldn’t survive now.

      The three other girls stood next to her. The gunman closed the latch and watched them. “You girls are very lucky,” he said. “Each one of you was handpicked.”

      The man chuckled and told them to proceed toward the house. He pushed the black girl along, nearly causing her to fall. He laughed at that, too.

      Arden scanned her surroundings, looking for an opportunity to escape. Before she knew it, she was already at the front door. She wished she had Joe here. Mumbling, she prayed that he was safe.

      The front door opened.

      A shirtless man stepped out. His hairy beer belly bulged over his shorts. His head was nearly bald, with a few wispy hairs combed weakly over his shiny scalp.

      Arden glanced up at him. He smiled down at her with a mouthful of crooked teeth.

      “You do look like her,” the homeowner said and told her to go inside.

      She thought about running, but it would surely end in her death. She needed to be wise. She obeyed the man’s commands.

      The cabin had a simple layout, nothing unusual, but Arden felt a heavy, unseen oppression. It was like the very atmosphere itself was toxic.

      Once all the girls had entered, the homeowner and gunman led them to a bedroom with bunk beds. The windows were blacked out and barred. The door had many locks. As soon as Arden stepped in, she was pushed and hit the floor with her chin. Arden’s teeth loosened. After the other girls were pushed inside, the door was slammed shut and locked many times.

      Outside the room, the men talked.

      The homeowner said, “Thank you for the recommendation. This will be a good batch.”

      “Anytime you’re paying, we’re selling,” the gunman said.

      “I’ll see you in six months. Play nice.”

      The words six months left a sour taste in Arden’s mouth.

      “Thank you again.”

      They heard the gunman walk away.

      Don’t fight him, the voice whispered in her mind. Her every instinct was to resist, but she kept still.

      The door reopened, and the homeowner stood in the threshold. “Welcome home.” He held a thin wooden rod. There was a revolver and a small set of keys in his pocket. “Stand up straight.”

      The girls did so.

      “You will call me Master from now on because you belong to me. You will not speak without being spoken to. You will not ask me questions. You will do everything I say. If you refuse me or address me in the wrong fashion, I will discipline you.”

      As quick as lightning, he struck Red in the face with the rod. She yelped in pain. A second later, blood started flowing down her face and rolled down her neck. Panicked, she tried to cover the wound with her hand. Snap! He struck her hand and tore the flesh right off. “Did I say you could cover your face?”

      Tears rolling, Red pulled her trembling, bleeding hand away. Three inches of her cheek was split open and pouring crimson across the floor.

      “No…” she said through her tears.

      “No, what?”

      “No, Master.”

      Master flashed his crooked teeth. “Quick learner.” He looked at the other girls. “Boy, do I love to discipline. What did you girls think of that lesson?”

      “Very good, Master,” the three girls said.

      Arden was quiet.

      Master turned to Arden. “What was that?”

      A tear of blood raced down the edge of the thin wooden rod. His meaty hand clenched it tightly.

      Arden hesitated to open her mouth.

      Snap!

      A razor-sharp pain exploded up her thigh. She held her tongue. The legging split. A few droplets of blood rolled down her legging.

      Master waited for her to speak.

      She forced out the words, “Very good, Master.”

      Master clapped his hands together in childish glee. “Loyal girls. We’ll get along just fine.” He gently tapped the rod on Arden’s nose. “Especially you.”

      Arden kept her eyes straight ahead. She already felt defeated by calling him Master, but it was the only way to keep her skin from being torn from her body.

      “There are a few things I need to take care of before dinner. Why don’t you three get some rest?” Master turned his eyes to the blonde. “You can come with me.”

      The blonde turned to Arden like a helpless dog and started to walk toward the man.

      He smiled a hungry smile.

      Arden, heart pounding, stepped up. “Take me instead… Master.”

      Master turned to her. “Oh, you sweet girl. You think you’ll get special treatment for being my favorite?”

      Arden’s heart beat faster. “No, Master.”

      “Then why?”

      Arden kept silent.

      “Why?” Master shouted.

      “Because she’s valuable in God’s eyes,” Arden replied. “Master.”

      Master nodded agreeably. “Good. Good. I’m sure she is. So are all these girls. Come on, girls. Follow me. There’s been a change of plan.”

      They all looked at Arden hopelessly.

      Master commanded all to go ahead of him.

      Arden dreaded every second she walked. Master told her to go out the back door.

      The sun was setting, casting crimson rays across the sky.

      They walked along a short trail that led to a large tree stump in a small clearing.

      Master put his hand on Arden’s shoulder and pointed to the stump. “I want you to go over there, get on your knees, and pray on that stump. If you do that, I won’t hurt Blondie. I promise.”

      Arden looked over at the other girls. Red’s face had stopped bleeding. The dark-skinned girl was fighting tears. Blondie looked horrified with guilt. Arden looked at her and smiled sadly.

      She walked over to the stump and lowered onto her knees. Dirt and rocks scratched against her skin. She rested her elbows on the stump and clasped her cuffed hands together.

      “Lord, I ask—”

      She felt Master’s presence behind her.

      “That you watch over—”

      Snap!

      A biting, sharp pain burned across her back.

      Arden bit her tongue.

      “Continue,” Master commanded.

      “I ask you to watch--”

      Snap!

      Another sharp pain across her back. Arden felt like she would throw up.

      “More,” Master commanded.

      Arden, tears streaming down her face, said, “Keep her safe.”

      Snap! Snap! Snap!

      Arden cried out. She felt hot blood race down the inside of her shirt and jacket. Spots danced in her vision.

      “Pray for the other two,” Master commanded.

      “Protect us, Father!” Arden cried.

      Snap! Snap!

      Arden vomited at the top of the stump. Her face was red and ugly with tears.

      “Not you. Them!” Master shouted.

      “Watch over them, Jesus!”

      Snap!

      Arden collapsed. Master grabbed her by the elbow and put her back in the praying position. “Come on. You got God on your side. You can take the pain.”

      Snap!

      Arden spat up more bile.

      Snap!

      The world went black for a moment.

      She blinked and heard the girls crying.

      The Master’s shadow was still over her.

      Her back felt like a fiery blaze. The pain was unspeakable. Arden could hardly breathe. She couldn’t see straight. Her mind barely worked.

      Master slowly ran the tip of the stick down her spine. “Pray for me. I’m valuable, too, right?”

      Arden spoke through the pain. “Jesus, help this man—”

      Snap!

      Arden almost couldn’t feel it. “Thank You that You died for him just like the rest of us! Help him see Your love... Help him know Your peace!”

      Arden expected another hit.

      Master spoke softly, “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever prayed for me.”

      Arden cracked a smile, thinking it was over.

      Snap! Snap! Snap! It went on and on and on. She laid her cheek down in the bile as her body took hit after hit until there was no feeling left and her jean vest was stained red with blood.

      Master turned back to the girls. “Thirty-nine times, just like the Lord,” he said bitterly. “See, I’ve read the Bible. Take her back to her room. I don’t want to look at her anymore.”

      Hesitant, the three girls lifted Arden. Her body was limp. The tops of her feet dragged against the ground on their way into the house.

      They took her to the room and laid her face down on the bed.

      Master closed the door behind them.

      Broken breaths escaped Arden’s lips. Blondie stood over her and started to peel back the vest. She pulled it off. The simple movement tugged at Arden’s tattered skin. She gasped and blacked out.

      She dreamed of holding her Savior.

      She opened her eyes.

      The room was dark. Night must’ve fallen.

      She tried to sit up but couldn’t bring herself to move. Across from her was a small chair with a vest slung over it. The vest’s back had red stains bleeding through it. They must’ve torn it to get it off her cuffed hands.

      “You’re awake,” Red said.

      Arden spotted her seated in the corner of the room. She had her knees pulled close to her chest. Her eyes were bloodshot. A small slither of moonlight escaped through the barred window and illuminated her. “The others cried themselves to sleep.”

      Arden’s mouth was completely dry. She tried to ask the girl a question, but nothing came out. Red picked up her meaning, though. “He didn’t come back. Not yet, at least.”

      Arden shut her eyes and drew in a deep breath.

      Red kept talking, “You know Sarah, the blonde, has been prostituting for years, right?”

      Arden didn’t respond.

      “Yep,” Red said matter-of-factly. “We’ve worked together. She’s into all sorts of freaky stuff. Even on her nights off, it's hard for her to keep her legs closed.” Red locked eyes with Arden. “You took that beating for damaged goods. According to your Bible, she’s going to hell. You would’ve been a lot better off if you just let Master have his way with her,” Red said.

      Arden forced words out, “She’s… still… loved.”

      Red mocked her with a chuckle. “And if she dies tomorrow before her big saving moment, will anything you did matter?”

      A part of Scripture came to mind. 1 Peter 2:21. “For to this you were... called, because Christ also suffered for us, leaving... us an example, that you should follow His steps.”

      Red looked at her with awe. “You’re insane.”

      Arden didn’t reply. Her body cried out in pain, but there was a peace in her soul that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      After a couple of long hours, the sun breached the window and lit up the near-barren room. There were two bunk beds, a dirty rug, and an empty bucket for their feces. The walls had cropped white paint, and there was a patched hole on the ceiling where the light and fan had been removed.

      The agony robbed Arden of any sleep.

      If she could move, she wouldn’t for fear of splitting open the long scabs on her back.

      Blondie and the other girl woke up and went to check on her. Blondie—whose name was Sarahwas too guilt-ridden to speak. The dark-skinned girl introduced herself as Karla.

      Fighting the pain, Arden was able to speak her own name.

      Karla held Arden’s hand in her own. She sniffled and smiled sadly.

      Sarah sat at the foot of Arden’s bed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Arden said. Inside, she pleaded for the pain to go away. Prideful thoughts came, saying that Sarah owed her something. Arden put those to rest quickly. She didn’t do this for a reward in heaven or on Earth. Someone needed help. She stepped up.

      “How did they get you?” Karla asked.

      “Long story,” Arden replied. “My partner and I were trying to stop people like Master and help girls like you. I let my emotions drive me, and now, here I am. How about you?”

      Karla took a deep breath. “I met this guy at the bar one night—”

      “How old are you?” Arden asked.

      “Nineteen.” Karla got defensive. “I know I shouldn’t have been there, but if you met this guy, you would’ve gone off with him, too. He said he was going to show me the world. Instead, he spiked my drink, offered me up to his friends, and then sold me to some local gangbangers. They’d been keeping me under lock and key for a while. They said they had a special buyer for me who wanted to keep me chaste until he bought me. Surprisingly, the men kept their word. I was held up in their hotel, sorting money most of the time. I almost forgot about the deal until they came hauling me off in that semi. That’s where I met these two.”

      “You got any family?” Arden asked.

      “No one who cares,” Karla said.

      Sarah shook her head.

      “Same,” Arden replied. “My partner was pretty close.”

      “He your boyfriend?”

      Arden smiled at the remark. “No. We just work together… When they put me in the truck, did you see anyone with me?”

      The girls shook their heads. “You were the last one they grabbed.”

      Arden sat in silence for a moment, and then she turned to Sarah. “You got someone special, Sarah?”

      “Most guys don’t stick around for long. I’m not really wife material,” Sarah said with shame.

      For her corner, Red eyed her.

      Arden said softly. “You don’t find your value from things down here. Find it from the One up there.”

      “All right, preacher,” Sarah replied half-jokingly.

      If you would’ve seen me two days ago, you would not call me that, Arden replied in her mind.

      Suddenly, the door opened.

      Master stood in the gap. Still shirtless, the man fumed. Something had pissed him off. His meaty hand clenched the rod. “Stand up.”

      Terrified, the girls obeyed

      Master turned to Arden. “You too.”

      Arden rose, feeling a sharp pain shoot down her back from the thirty-nine cuts. She nearly passed out as she managed to get herself to an upright seated position. Without her jacket, Arden covered her top. Her abs rippled as she stood up. Her legs trembled. Her body was mostly lean muscle. Her teeth chattered. She was slightly hunched. Moving her back in the slightest felt like death.

      Master bounced his eyes between the four girls. His large stomach rose and fell with every heated breath. “Who’s going to entertain me today?”

      The girls were silent.

      Arden stepped forward.

      Master smirked and shook his head. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, Master.”

      Frowning heavily, Master shook his head. “No. Not you. Someone else.”

      Arden took another step forward. “Me, Master.”

      Master grunted. He looked at the other girls. “You all can learn from her obedience. Remember, one day, she won’t be around, and who will help you then?”

      Master brought Arden to his bedroom. There were dirty clothes and plates everywhere. The place was disgusting. There was a meat hook hanging from the ceiling. Master grabbed Arden’s right wrist and lifted Arden slightly off the ground. She bit into her cheek as her back split open. Master slipped the cuff chain over the hooks. It was just tall enough that Arden had to stand on her tiptoes. She felt warm blood trickle down her spine and stain the top edge of her skirt.

      She fought the tears the best she could. It made her feel weak crying, but nevertheless, the waterworks began again. Master walked a circle around her. The nearby AC unit blew his hair to the side.

      “You think you’re some kind of hero?” Master asked, fuming.

      “No, Master,” Arden replied through the pain.

      “So, you’re suicidal?”

      “I’m already dead to myself.”

      Snap!

      Arden screamed as the rod ripped open her back.

      “Call me by my title.”

      “Master…” the word hurt her heart, thinking it to be a betrayal to God.

      Master stood behind her and stared at her bleeding back. He cocked his head slightly as if studying a work of fine art. “I’m sure you noticed you’re not like the other girls.”

      Arden felt the rod brush against her back.

      She cried out.

      Master withdrew the rod. “I usually don’t like girls your age, but when I was told that you were related to someone very special, I had to get my hands on you. They were going to kill you... and do other things. I told them to wait. I needed you all for myself.”

      Arden silently screamed as Master tickled her wounds with the tip of the rod.

      “She was a good girl, Patricia.”

      The sound of Arden sister’s name infuriated her.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” Master said. “I talked to Jackie. He told me everything. He didn’t lie to you about bringing you to your sister’s keeper.”

      Arden had flashbacks of her sister’s body. She remembered that she was dressed just like Arden. Her heart raced. More blood pumped from her body. She got light-headed.

      Master giggled. It appeared his rage from the day before was starting to dwindle. “Yes. She wasn’t like you. She ratted out every other girl in this place before her turn, and then she was so, so loyal. I liked her enough that I even shared her with my friends. Out of everyone that passed through this place, she was my favorite. She told me all about her life and family. Even her childhood home.”

      Arden went red in the face with rage. She fought against the hook but couldn’t break free.

      “I promised her that if she treated my friends right, I’d take her home. And I did. We enjoyed her all the way there. But my buddies got a little too excited. They squeezed her neck just a little too hard. He tossed her in a ditch afterward,” Master said.

      Arden pulled on the hook with all her strength. She writhed in place, trying to bust free.

      Master walked around to the front of her. “You look angry. Where’s the love of Jesus now?”

      After struggling for a moment longer, Arden gave up. The pain was too great. She caught her breath.

      Master walked up inches from her. “What does the Word say? Forgive or you will not be forgiven? Do you forgive me, Arden? You’ve already prayed for me, or was that just a big lie?”

      Tears rolled down Arden’s face. She wanted to headbutt him. She would if she could. It might not free her, but it would break his nose. Arden restrained herself. Tears streaming down her face, she looked her sister’s murderer in the eyes and tried to speak, but no words came out.

      Master flashed his crooked teeth. His toxic breath streamed into her nose.

      Help me, Lord, Arden cried on the inside. She fought to say the words. It wasn’t her flayed back that kept her from speaking. The cause was her resistant heart. A strange image floated into her head. It was of Master, but instead of shirtless and sadistic, he was dressed casually and in a Third World country, giving food to orphan children with a gentle smile. He had no agenda. There was no perversion. Jesus stood next to him. Arden blinked, and the vision faded. She looked deep into his eyes, understanding it was the man that he could’ve been. Would he change in this life? Maybe… Arden couldn’t know. She could only make a choice to do the right thing.

      “I… I… I forgive you.” It wasn’t authentic. Weeping, she said. “I forgive you.” Again. It was false. She tried again. It felt like she was about to tear out her own heart. She finally yelled, “I forgive you.” It came from beyond all emotions and rationale.

      Master looked stunned like he’d never heard someone say the words. Suddenly anger flashed over his face. “You don’t really believe it. You want to kill me.”

      “Part of me does,” Arden admitted.

      Master shook his head. “You’re just doing this to stay alive.”

      “Then kill me already!” Arden shouted in his face. “I’m so ready; you have no idea.”

      Master wrapped his hands around her neck. His angry eyes pierced Arden’s as he squeezed. She felt her windpipe closing. She didn’t fight it. She was ready to go Home.

      Suddenly, Master stopped squeezing.

      He looked over his shoulder at the door to the bedroom.

      Arden heard it, too.

      Someone was knocking on the front door.

      Master cursed.

      He turned to Arden. “Don’t say a word, or I’ll kill all the other girls and make you watch.”

      He let go of Arden’s neck, quickly threw on a shirt from the pile of dirty laundry, and headed out of the door.

      Arden dangled from the hook. Her body swayed slightly. Her head was down. She caught her breath.

      She heard the door open in the other room.

      “Hey, I’m…” The door closed, but the muffled voice kept talking. Master must’ve stepped outside.

      A gnat buzzed around Arden and landed on her nose.

      Yell, the whispering voice said.

      “But the girls,” Arden replied.

      Yell.

      If this backfired, three lives would be on her hands. She set her jaw. She didn’t want to speak.

      Yell.

      She put her doubt aside, hoping that her obedience would be enough.

      “Help! In here!” Her voice cracked. She kept yelling, louder and louder until she was purple in the face.

      The front door opened.

      Master said, “Mother—”

      Something heavy slammed on the ground.

      “Keep him pinned,” a commanding female voice said.

      “Help…” Arden said as she fought against the hook.

      Suddenly, the bedroom door burst open.

      A woman with a tight ponytail, a sharp jaw, and a no-nonsense expression stood there. She wore a button-up shirt, slacks, and had a detective badge around her neck.

      Arden’s eyes went wide. She recognized the woman.

      Macon’s Detective Kovac.

      She was just as surprised. “Arden?”

      She gawked at Arden’s tattered back.

      “Other girls,” Arden said. “Bedroom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Consequences

      

      Kovac ignored Arden’s request. She holstered her weapon, wrapped her arms around Arden’s waist, and lifted up. The chain connecting the cuffs lifted off the hook. An agonizing gasp escaped Arden’s lips as pain shot through her being.

      Kovac teetered slightly as she helped Arden to the bed. The slightest movement set Arden’s back on fire. Chill bumps rose across her pale, freckled skin. She hugged her chest. A painful expression held on her tear-soaked face.

      “Here.” Kovac unzipped her jacket and handed it to Arden. Her shaking hands clenched the jacket close to her torso. She let her bleeding back breathe. Like drops of rain, tears of blood rolled down her broken skin and stained the mattress.

      Kovac grabbed her police radio.

      Feeling woozy, Arden shook her head. “Don’t.”

      “You need an ambulance.”

      “No hospital,” Arden said. “Help the girls.”

      Kovac was never one for taking orders, but she did as Arden requested and headed out of the bedroom.

      A wave of cold splashed over Arden. Her teeth chattered. She mumbled, “Thank you.”

      Joyful cries echoed through the walls.

      Arden shut her eyes. She wanted to lay back and rest.

      Eventually, Kovac returned to the bedroom. “Can you stand?”

      Arden made a feeble attempt but only lifted an inch.

      Kovac put her hand on her hips. Her expression was flat. “And you don’t want to go to a hospital?” she asked.

      Brushing her tears away, Arden shook her head. Kovac huffed. She reluctantly walked over to Arden and helped her up. Arden leaned on the short woman and entered the living room.

      Master was face down with his hands cuffed behind his back.

      Detective Dawkins stood over him. A look of horror fell over the unkempt detective’s face. “Holy hell, Briar. You look horrible.”

      Arden flashed a weak smile. “Likewise.”

      “I want my lawyer!” Master shouted into the floor.

      Dawkins shut him up. The three other captives stood in the corner of the room.

      Dawkins turned to Arden. “Thank God you screamed, Arden. If you didn’t, we wouldn’t have heard you. Quite frankly, this lead was a long shot. But I did as you asked. We followed your note and tracked a semi-truck from the bar where you were last seen. We’ve been going from house to house around here since.”

      Still shivering, Arden pulled the jacket closer to herself. The handcuffs made her wrists raw. “Is it just you two?”

      “Until we call in backup,” Kovac said forcefully.

      Arden glanced back at the girls. “Dawkins, can we talk?”

      Dawkins said to Kovac, “Take our friend to the car.”

      Arden let go of Kovac and found her balance. A wave of vertigo almost sent her falling over. She leaned against the wall.

      Kovac commanded Master to stand and led him out the door.

      Red looked at Arden’s back. “Is an ambulance coming?”

      Dawkins gave her a sympathetic grin. “Soon, sweetheart.”

      Dawkins and Arden headed over by the front door. Dawkins looked at her back. “You sure you don’t want to sit down?”

      Arden whispered to him, “I can’t go to a hospital. If I get put into the system, I go on trial. I can’t do that. Not until I deal with the guys behind Scarlet’s abduction.”

      Dawkins finished Arden’s thought. “Their confession will clear your name.”

      Arden nodded. “You’re bound by law and regulation. I’m not. I can stop these guys on my own terms, and you and Kovac get to keep your hands clean. Please, Dawkins. I’ve come this far. I need to see this to the end.”

      The detective hesitated. He looked over at Kovac. “She’s not going to be happy. Her father is Macon’s lieutenant, after all. This would be a big bust for the department.”

      Kovac re-entered and glared at Arden. She knew what they were talking about. “Fine, if you want to risk infection, go right ahead.”

      “Thank you,” Arden said gently.

      She turned to the other girls. “I need you to keep my involvement here quiet.”

      A sudden spike of pain revived on Arden’s back. She hunched over, and that only made the pain worse. Dawkins helped her balance.

      Her pain garnered sympathy from the girls. Sarah wiped away a tear. “If that’s how we can repay you, we’ll do it.”

      Karla nodded. “We’ll pray for you.”

      Red walked over to Arden. Her mask of hostility wavered. “Sorry for…” She looked away meekly. “I won’t forget what you did for us.”

      “You’ve all been given a second chance,” Arden said. “Use it.”

      Kovac and Dawkins found some old gauze and bandages stored up in Master’s cupboard. There were also some pain pills Arden hesitantly ingested. Arden sat facing the back of the chair while Kovac applied the bandages. Despite Kovac’s normally prideful behavior, she did this without complaining.

      Dawkins found the keys to the handcuffs stored away in Master’s bedside drawer. He unlocked the girls first. By the time Arden had her back wrapped, he came in and unlocked her, too. The cuffs fell to the floor with a satisfying clunk. Arden rubbed the sore rings around her wrist.

      Arden shut her eyes while the detectives planned the best way to get Arden out of here noticed. They led her out to the woods, away from the horrifying stump, and left her in the forest with the promise of retrieving her after the crime scene was processed. It could take hours because of how Forensics would have to scour the place for clues. Kovac asked again if Arden wanted to just turn herself in. Arden refused.

      After the detectives walked away, Arden dragged herself behind a felled tree and lay face down in a patch of dirt.

      Kovac’s zipped-up jacket warmed her. The pain pills numbed most of Arden’s body. She shut her eyes, not caring about the creepy crawlies that scurried across the earth. She remembered her first encounter with Scarlet Gales’s parents. If she had known how many brushes with death she’d encounter because of it, she probably would’ve refused. Her hope for finding the girl was lost, but she could still save others.

      Listening to the sound of sirens in the distance, she fell into a deep sleep. It was like she’d gotten used to disaster.

      She dreamed she was lying in a sun-kissed pasture. Though there was hurt, she could feel the freedom due to the forgiveness she showed to her sister’s killer. Did he still deserve justice? Absolutely. Did she still plan to find the other men involved? Yes. But the personal vendetta had lost its importance. It was like the Lord had swept it away in the wind. Arden couldn’t say how He did it, but she felt changed. Being in heaven or on Earth didn’t matter anymore. Her eye was fixed on higher things. A small part of her questioned if she’d just fallen into madness after enduring such trauma. That voice could shout day and night and Arden wasn’t going to change her mind. There was no way she could’ve gotten out of that house without divine intervention. No way.

      The soft crunch of footsteps stirred Arden.

      She opened her eyes to the two silhouetted detectives looming over her. It was dusk, and fading golden sunlight was inching through the trees.

      They picked up Arden from under the armpits and helped her back to the house. Caution tape dressed the windows.

      “They’ll find your DNA,” Kovac pointed out.

      “Forensics always moves slow. We’ll have a few weeks,” Arden replied.

      Dawkins yawned. “Yep. We told the girls to keep their mouths shut until things cooled off. The story has some holes in it, but we’ll do our best to cover it up.”

      “Thanks,” Arden replied. She got into the back seat of their unmarked car. “Where are we anyway?”

      “Twenty miles outside of Macon,” Dawkins replied. “You want to go back to Atlanta?

      “We need to find out where they took Joe,” Arden said. “How did you find me again?”

      “We followed the bread crumbs you left us. We went to the bar you said you were heading to. A few people up front saw someone who looked like you. We checked the outdoor security cameras from the liquor store. It showed a truck leaving from behind the club. We followed the trail of it by looking at other cameras down the path. It got on the interstate. We pulled off at different exits and asked the gas station owners to show us their footage. We mapped the route it seemed the truck would take and went that way. Then we went from door to door,” Dawkins explained.

      “That must’ve taken forever,” Arden remarked.

      “Yeah, about four days.”

      Arden only remembered two. Where had the time gone? What did that mean for Joe? She felt a sickening feeling pit in her stomach.

      They traveled to Kovac’s house first. She let Arden take a shower and get a fresh change of clothes before heading back to Atlanta. The house she’d been staying at might already be compromised. Dawkins checked the local police reports and found a house that had just been the place of a double homicide. It was a nice home in a quiet neighborhood, far away from the heart of the city. No cops would be back there for a few days.

      Kovac and Dawkins picked the lock and let Arden inside. There were chalk outlines of the couple that was killed. It wasn’t Arden’s first choice of home, but it worked. There was running water, AC, and food in the fridge. Arden had forgotten how much she missed those things.

      Kovac went out to buy her fresh bandages and some suturing stuff.

      Seated at the kitchen bar, Dawkins and Arden discussed finding Joe. She explained to him the underground gambling and prostitution service beneath the club. She wouldn’t be able to go in personally, but the detectives could. Arden jotted down the passwords Jackie had used to get past the bouncers.

      The plan was simple: the detectives would get inside the bar and film the various illegal acts. They’d anonymously send it to the media and police. As an investigation sparked, they’d release the police chief's full confession tape. It would convince the police that the club and the police chief’s perversions overlapped. In the meantime, Dawkins and Kovac would go after Jackie and see if they couldn’t learn about Joe’s location. Meanwhile, Arden would spend time recovering.

      Kovac returned with bags full of supplies. She took Arden to the bedroom and took off the temporary bandages. The forty-plus lashes were not as deep as they felt but still could benefit from stitches. Now that they had time, Kovac did a proper cleaning. She took the lid off some peroxide and poured it down Arden’s back.

      Seeing stars, Arden kept her teeth clenched as Kovac dressed the wound. Beyond the pain, Arden thanked Kovac.

      The detective didn’t reply.

      “Thank you,” Arden said. “I mean it. I know you have a life that you’re missing because of me.”

      Kovac ran the needle through her flesh again. “Life?” she scoffed. “You don’t get a life with this type of work.”

      “Preach,” Arden replied. “I might have been slumming it for months, but truthfully, it's been years since I’ve taken time off.”

      “A thankless job, but someone has to do it.”

      Arden nodded in agreement. By the time Kovac finished, Arden felt they had bonded. Though Kovac was high strung and naturally hostile, they shared a lot of similarities. When Arden had first met Kovac while she was trying to find Joe’s daughter, she thought the woman had just gotten the job because of her familial connections. Arden was glad to hear that she actually cared.

      Arden filled her in on the plan. Kovac didn’t have any changes.

      “I took a few of my vacation days,’” Kovac said. “It shouldn’t be an issue.”

      Arden stayed in bed for the next two days. She enjoyed the feeling of clothes against her skin and a nice bed.

      Dawkins and Kovac returned from the club that night, hooked up the footage from hidden camera phones on their laptop, and showed Arden the gambling ring.

      Dawkins was hit on by a number of working girls in the footage.

      Arden noticed they weren’t able to get down to the buyer’s den below.

      Dawkins shook his head. “They only accept familiar faces. I was surprised that Duke Townson got in there.”

      Duke was the one whom Arden had called Master.

      “Did you ever find out what he did for a living?” Arden asked.

      “He sold rare coins to the gullible elderly. A good buddy of mine just tore the whole operation down. Funny stuff.”

      Arden didn’t see much humor in it, but she didn’t voice her opinion.

      When they finished editing the video, Kovac saved it on the same file with Hector’s confession tape. Kovac had picked up a dozen thumb drives to save it on. After they had finished equipping those, Dawkins volunteered to drop them off in envelopes at various news outlets and to the police themselves.

      The next morning, the detectives went hunting for Jackie Finn.

      Arden stayed in bed.

      The detectives didn’t have any luck with Jackie. No one had seen him at his workplace or otherwise since Arden had abducted him.

      Arden worried about Joe’s safety. She tried to remember back to the two days she had blacked out.

      A faint glimpse of memory returned.

      She recalled sitting in a locker room. Joe was there. His head was down. His shoulders were slack. He was high out of his mind. Arden, too.

      One of the tattooed gangbangers spoke up. “I’ll take him back with me.”

      The flashback ended. “I know who we need to find.”

      She described the man’s facial tattoos to the detective. Kovac searched through the police database, trying to find someone who matched the description. It took forty-five minutes, but they found the man’s criminal records. His name was Jose. He had been linked to dozens of gang-related incidents but always got out on bail and never served more than three years for his violent crimes. Someone up top was looking out for this guy.

      “We can try to get a search warrant,” Dawkins said. “It might take a bit, but that could help Joe.”

      “If Joe is with him, he’ll be arrested, too,” Arden reminded them. “We’ll have to do this ourselves.”

      Kovac shook her head. “We’ve risked enough with you already.”

      “Then I’ll go,” Arden said as she started to sit up.

      “No,” Dawkins quickly said. “You keep resting. We’ll take care of this.”

      Kovac crossed her arms. “We’re just going to start breaking the law then?”

      “We’re on a pretty good streak. Why stop now?” Dawkins joked.

      Kovac stared him down.

      Dawkins provided a real explanation. “If we believe Arden, we believe that helping this man out and stopping these guys’ operation is much bigger than us. That means taking the extra steps.”

      Kovac didn’t like the answers, but she didn’t dispute it either.

      They left.

      Two hours later, Arden heard a knock at the back. She got out of bed. With the help of the stitches, her back didn’t split open. Slightly hunched, she walked to the window by the back door and carefully peeked out the blinds. She saw Kovac and Dawkins. They helped keep Joe standing. His head was down. He wore a cigarette-burned shirt and oversized jeans. He was barefoot. He looked intoxicated.

      Arden quickly opened the door.

      The detectives entered.

      “Close that,” Kovac commanded.

      Arden closed and locked the door.

      The detectives put Joe on the couch.

      Dawkins scrunched his nose at the man’s stench. “Don’t get too close. He smells like he’s just crawled out of a gutter.”

      “How did—”

      Dawkins answered. “We went to Jose’s house. He wasn’t home. We got in the back and found Joe in the basement.”

      “Lucky,” Arden said.

      Dawkins shook his head. “Not so much.” He lifted Joe’s head—fat bruises swelled his eyes. His lips were busted. “He was beaten to all hell. They’ve been keeping him high on all sorts of drugs.”

      Arden pulled up a chair, turned it around, and straddled the seat. She watched Joe sleep and waited for him to wake up. It was dark outside when he showed any sign of life.

      He rolled to his side and opened his swollen eyes.

      Arden flashed a weak smile at him. “Hey.”

      Joe quickly sat up. The sudden movement caused him to shut his eyes in pain. He was confused and angry.

      “Joe, hey.” Arden put a hand on him.

      He quickly pulled away and looked around like a rabid dog.

      Arden spoke softly. “You’re safe.”

      Joe batted his eyes around the room.

      Arden carefully put her hands on his cheeks and turned his face to hers. “You’re okay.”

      She watched the madness fade away from Joe’s eyes. It was quickly replaced by confusion and then overwhelming sorrow. He pulled away from Arden and wept into his palms. It wasn’t pretty tears. These were loud cries that caused Kovac to get out of bed. Arden gave her an empathic look. There was an unspoken trust between them. Kovac went back to bed without saying a word. Arden sat with Joe as he wept.

      Did five minutes pass? An hour? Time was lost. Eventually, Joe lifted his face out of his snot-covered hands. Arden handed him a nearby tissue box. Joe blew his nose and wiped his hands. He refused to look at Arden.

      “You’re free now. You’re not going back,” Arden told him.

      Joe sucked in his lower lip and bit into it. He sniffled. “Are they gone?”

      “Not yet, but they will be,” Arden said. “We’re going to stop them.”

      “They need to die, Arden. All of them,” Joe said.

      “I understand why you feel that way,” Arden said. “But we’re not like them.”

      “You don’t understand,” Joe said. “They showed me what they do to people. They made me watch. I couldn’t do anything to stop it.” Joe broke.

      Wincing, Arden got out of the chair, went down onto her knees, and gave him a hug.

      He squeezed her so tightly that she thought the stitches on her back would break.

      Joe sobbed, “They said they wanted an audience member.”

      “It’s okay.” Arden comforted his head against her shoulder.

      “I want to go home, Arden. I just want to go home.”

      “Shh,” Arden said calmly. “We will.”

      Whatever Joe experienced must’ve taken him back to the time when he was captive overseas.

      After a long moment, Arden pulled away from him.

      Joe blew his nose on a tissue and looked around with heavily-lidded eyes. “I know where they are going next.”

      “They?”

      Joe loosened his grip on Arden. “All of them. All of them that are part of their sick cult.”
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      The light over the table illuminated them. Arden sat at one end. Purple brush strokes were painted beneath Arden’s red-rimmed eyes. Minor bruising spotted her neck. A long-sleeved black shirt covered her scabbed, lean torso. Tight sweats hugged her legs. Long socks warmed her feet. They were owned by the woman who had died here.

      She sipped coffee through her chapped lips.

      Dawkins sat to her right. His light brown hair was a tangled mess. Wrinkles made sharp creases on his greasy, button-up shirt. He had on brown Oxfords and a badge clipped to his belt.

      Kovac stood behind him, too anxious to sit. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, authoritarian ponytail. She wore a natural scowl on her box-shaped face. Her lips scrunched together when she wasn’t thinking, and her sharp eyes cut deep into the soul.

      Joe sat on the opposite side of Arden. Fat, puffy bruising swelled his left eye shut and gave his right a squint. The tips of his beard were dipped in grey. Gauntness and a rough complexion defined his cheeks. His upper lip had a nasty split. There was a sort of harrowing horror that hung on his damaged face.

      Kovac kept her arms crossed and looked down at him. “What did he exactly say?”

      Joe glanced up at her with his one good eye. “At the end of spring, there was going to be a party, much like the one at the orchard…” He paused. “These guys are furious at what we’ve done and want to offer sacrifices to curse us and gain some sort of occult powers.”

      Dawkins stared at him blankly. “Wait? What?”

      Joe nodded soberly. “You think this is just a few men with strange fetishes? No, this is about power and control.”

      Dawkins chuckled. “I’m sorry, Joe, but I think those drugs fried your mind. What are they going to do? Summon demons against us?”

      “I never said their powers were real, but they seem to think so,” Joe replied. “I saw Jose do some of their magic in his basement. He dragged in a woman and cut out her heart while she was still alive. He wrung it out like a wet rag and drank the blood. He did it less than five feet from me.”

      Kovac’s lips made a tight line across her mouth. “We didn’t see any blood when we got you out of the basement.”

      Joe glared at her. “He cleaned it up. This stuff is very real, Detective. These people are evil.”

      Dawkins sighed. “I know you believe what you saw, but this is reality. And it's the 21st century. People stopped doing that stuff.”

      “You’re wrong!” Joe roared.

      His outburst shut up the table.

      Joe ran his hand over his buzzed scalp. “They kept me alive because they wanted to brag about what they were doing. They said any day could be my day, and then they’d go to my daughter’s house and take her child as well.”

      “Do you know how insane this sounds?” Dawkins asked.

      “Yeah. That’s why they keep getting away with it,” Joe argued. He turned to Arden. “You saw the strange tunnels under the Jamesville plantation house. You saw the symbols painted on the wall. You also saw their ritual chamber in the orchard. I never saw any of that. Only you did. But when they had me, they made me watch what they did in those places.”

      Everyone turned to Arden.

      She had been quiet the whole time.

      She looked up from her hands that rested lazily on the table. “Joe’s right. It’s much worse than any of us realize.”

      “Holy crap,” Dawkins said, annoyed. “Not you, too.”

      “Dawkins, I saw what they were going to do to Scarlet Gales. It was some sort of Luciferian or Neo-Babylonian ritual. I don’t know, but these guys are serious enough that they were going to offer up the lead star of their show to appease whatever they believe in. That’s how much they’re invested in this stuff.”

      “What do you mean offer up?” Dawkins asked.

      “They had Scarlet stored in a wooden box. Their high priest or whatever let her out and was going to do something with her in front of these people. Maybe kill her? I don’t know. I pulled out my pistol and got the girl out. I didn’t last long before Garold Grey ran me off the road, and two cops tried to execute me,” Arden explained, replaying the horrific night like it was yesterday.

      Dawkins silently processed the information.

      “There’s a reason why they have tried so hard to kill us,” Arden said. “The public will have a hard time grappling with these people’s perversions. They aren’t going to comprehend the full extent of the wickedness that these people indulge in. Videos won’t help, either. We need witnesses who can vouch for this story.”

      Dawkins turned to Kovac. “You’ve been quiet. What do you have to say about all this?”

      Kovac shrugged. “Maybe Joe is right. Maybe not. Either way, these claims need to be investigated and the people behind it stopped.”

      Dawkins got up and paced.

      Arden and Joe looked each other in the eyes. Both of them were changed by their time in captivity, but that drew them closer together.

      Dawkins turned to Joe. “You said the end of spring, but when exactly is this party?”

      Joe said, “Four days. Jose didn’t say the address, but he described it was on a special farm. He said he was going to bring me there.”

      “How will we know which farm?” Dawkins asked.

      “We found the orchard through the screenplay’s subtext,” Arden said. “Maybe there are more hidden directions inside—we could search more of the Broken Roses’ screenplays.”

      “How do we get them? They’re in-house,” Joe said.

      He made a good point. Arden used to be able just to flash her P.I. ID and make a good argument to get the job done. Everything she did now was completely sketchy.

      Kovac said, “Find them or not, Dawkins and I can’t stay around here for too much longer. There are probably already questions being raised.”

      “Scarlet’s parents might have the screenplays,” Arden said.

      “If they don’t contain the clues, we’ll waste our four days reading through the nonsense,” Joe said grimly.

      Arden had to make sure this was the best way to get the information. Time was a limited resource. “Are you sure he said four days?”

      “Yeah,” Joe replied.

      “Do you think he’ll be at the party?” Arden asked.

      “It’s hard to tell. He’s probably just muscle,” Joe replied.

      “We could follow Jose that night,” Arden said. “It would save us from trying to find the code in the screenplays.”

      Kovac spoke up, “Better yet, we check the list of names Rivera mentioned against the property database. Once we get the addresses, we can scout them out online. If it proves promising, we drive over.”

      It seemed like a simple solution.

      They agreed to give it a try.

      Having been a P.I, Arden didn’t have access to such databases. After a little while, Kovac had a healthy list of addresses they could look up on Google Maps. They put the web browser into satellite mode. Two thirds down the list, they found a property with an old mansion that was designed like a T, with a little shack looking like a dot on top of the T.

      Arden pointed at the screen. “That’s the one.”

      The detectives turned to her, questions on their lips.

      “The symbol. Garold had it on a bust in his office. It was also on the necklace the VIP members used to get into the sacrificial chamber at the orchard,” Arden explained. “By the looks of this house, it’s from the Civil War era. Whatever cult they have must’ve started up around that time.”

      The owner of the property was Mitchell Carland. He was a surgeon.

      Rivera didn’t reveal much about his fetishes, but he was one of the men he listed.

      “We’ll go there tomorrow morning,” Kovac decided. “We’ll leave you with the car and take a cab back to Macon. It would be good for us to head back.”

      “Why not call your father and tell him that you’re working a big case?” Arden asked.

      “This is out of our jurisdiction.”

      “You don’t have to tell him where you are,” Arden said.

      Kovac got defensive. “Just for your information, I never wanted to be a part of this. The longer I stay away, the higher the probability I will get charged with assisting a felon.”

      Dawkins interrupted, “Lighten up, Kovac. We need you here. Do what she said.”

      Setting her jaw, Kovac pulled out her cell phone and went to the other room.

      Dawkins looked at Joe. “You better be right about all this. If this backfires, you’re screwing over all of us.”

      They went to bed early that night.

      The next morning, the detectives went to scout out the property while Joe and Arden remained incognito in their new home.

      They watched TV. Every news outlet had eyes on Police Chief Rivera. Only a small part of the interrogation tape was being shown. Various talk shows debated whether or not the footage was fabricated. In light of the other videos Arden and Joe had released, it tended to shift the public’s opinion to favor Arden and Joe’s side.

      In the late morning, Kovac and Dawkins returned with pictures. Landscapers worked hard to keep the lawn perfectly manicured. The mansion was tucked at the end of a long driveway. A black fence surrounded the land. The property was gorgeous. Expertly trimmed bushes outlined the yard. There was even a garden of shaped trees. Some looked like lions and others like deer. There was a small peach grove next to the conservatory. The mansion was three stories tall with a massive balcony held up by regal pillars. The mansion was part cobblestone. Vines crawled up its walls.

      “It's pretty,” Arden said.

      “Yeah,” Joe replied soberly.

      “See any way in?” Arden asked.

      Dawkins shrugged. “There’s the front gate. That’s about it.”

      “We could try to climb it,” Arden suggested, albeit with doubt in her voice.

      Dawkins pointed at the various lamps dotting the fence. “The area is too open and well lit. There would be nowhere to park the car and set up a ladder without being seen. I bet they have security cameras, too.”

      They brainstormed for a moment. Arden had an idea. “I can be the bait. I’ll show up. Get their attention. They take me in. You use that as a chance to get in.”

      The others collectively shot down the idea, saying it was too risky.

      Joe looked at the thin metal gate. “We could just drive right through the fence.”

      Dawkins said, “Even worse.”

      Kovac added, “And not in my car.”

      “Hear me out,” Joe said. “We go in there and raid them. We take the people hostage and strong-arm them until they show us the captives. We’ll livestream it. The police and media show up. The whole world sees.”

      “And what happens to us?” Kovac asked. “Especially if the cops are compromised.”

      Joe was silent for a moment and then said, “This isn’t about us.”

      “What would your daughter think?” Dawkins asked.

      Joe frowned and kept quiet.

      Dawkins reveled in the small victory. “See, suicide missions are no-go. Unlike some people, I enjoy my life and freedom.”

      Kovac said, “We could call in a SWAT team about a bomb threat and have them take care of the party. Perhaps they’ll find the captives.”

      “What if the SWAT team is corrupt, too?” Joe asked. “If someone in the department tips them off, they’ll have time to hide the girls.”

      Dawkins added, “That's assuming the captives are being held there. This could be the wrong location.”

      “There are always going to be doubts,” Arden said. “But we’ve got to keep moving. Other suggestions?”

      The table was silent.

      Joe gave everyone around the table a serious look. “Jose could take us.”

      “How would we do that?” Dawkins asked.

      “Hold him at gunpoint and tell him to drive. That can get us through the front gate without issue,” Arden replied, getting on track with Joe.

      “That didn’t work so well last time,” Dawkins replied.

      Arden’s painful scabs reminded her. She glared at Dawkins.

      “Just saying...” he mumbled.

      Joe nodded to himself, completely ignoring Dawkins’s quips. “Jose planned on taking me anyway. To enjoy the show, he said. We go along with that plan, only this time we can be the ones calling the shots.”

      Arden thought aloud, “Jose could take credit for finding me, too. That will get us both inside.”

      “So, he’ll have you both prisoner.” Dawkins shook his head in disapproval. “There is no way anything could go wrong with that plan.”

      Kovac gave him a sidelong glance before turning to Arden. “Where would we be in this?”

      Arden thought on it. “We can put you in the back of the car with us. The last party was a masquerade of sorts. Maybe you can be more of Jose’s esteemed guests.”

      Kovac seemed uncertain. “You think that’ll work?”

      “I can’t be certain,” Arden said, “but that might be the best way to get us all inside.”

      “Why not let us all wear masks?” Dawkins asked.

      “We need it to be believable,” Arden replied. “You two just need to film the ritual and livestream it. Get ahold of everyone in Macon’s police department that you trust. When the authorities show up, there will be enough chaos that you two can escape in the crowd.”

      Dawkins shook his head. “That’s a huge risk.”

      “Then don’t go,” Arden said pointedly.

      Dawkins opened his mouth to speak, but then stopped himself.

      Arden’s pulse quickened. “There’s no way this trip is anything other than a one-way ticket. We need to own up to that fact or give up.”

      No one protested.

      The plan was settled.

      They’d have to wait until the night before to get Jose. Otherwise, his fellow gangbangers might catch on. Kovac and Dawkins decided to stake out Jose’s house while Joe and Arden recovered. She took her medication and kept her bandages fresh. Joe slept, and his puffy face deflated slightly. He could now see out of his left eye but had a harsh squint with his right.

      Dawkins and Kovac sent Arden updates via text about their time watching Jose. They described his violent outbursts, the forceful treatment of his allies, and his constant need to be surrounded. But when his lover left his bed in the middle of the night, Dawkins and Kovac snuck inside. Dawkins quickly pinned him to the bed while Kovac shoved a pillow over his face. It was enough to get him to pass out, but she made sure he wasn’t dead. They loaded them into the trunk of Jose’s van and drove. Kovac followed in Dawkins’s car.

      They brought him back to Arden and Joe, and they cuffed him to a chair, then put a gag in his mouth and a black pillowcase over his head. Arden and Joe took turns watching him while Dawkins and Kovac rested for the last few hours of the night. The next morning, they bought cheap men’s suits and masks.

      Dressed up like the cultists, Dawkins and Kovac pitched a wonderful lie. They told Jose they’d been watching him since he took Joe, and they knew about Joe’s escape. Now, they were punishing Jose for his failures. Dawkins added to the story by saying that they’d taken some of his gang members and his lover as well. Joe and Arden waited in another room and screamed, pretending to be his tortured friends.

      Convinced and terrified, Jose believed them.

      Dawkins and Kovac let him be for a few hours. When it was late that night, they returned, claiming to have found Joe and Arden on their way to the police and were now holding them captive. Dawkins offered Jose a chance to redeem himself if he escorted Arden and Joe to the party, but he had to bring them, too. No questions asked. Suspicious but properly intimidated, Jose agreed. They were able to probe him for information about the party, including what time it started. Arden wanted to get there later, just so they’d have the most amount of people.

      Once they had what they needed, they re-gagged Jose and left him in the dark until it was time to leave.

      None of Arden’s team knew if their scheme would work, but they were locked into the plan.

      On the day of the sendoff, Arden invited Joe, Dawkins, and Kovac in for prayer. Even though not all of them believed, no one refused it this late in the game. Arden prayed for protection. She prayed that the spiritual forces of darkness would subside. She prayed that God’s will would be accomplished and all evil would be exposed.

      Joe squeezed her hand the whole time. When the detectives left the room to get dressed, Joe stayed.

      He slouched over on the dining room chair and looked down at his rugged hands.

      Arden rested her hand gently on his shoulder.

      They sat there, remembering all the time they had spent together. It calmed Arden’s mind. Despite it all, they had a good friendship. Arden wouldn’t trade away anything that happened in the last three years.

      As the time of departure neared, Arden left Joe alone and took a shower. She let the hot water wash over her as she thought about all the ways their plan could fail. She got out, wrapped herself in a towel, and looked in the mirror. She noticed deeper lines around her jowls and creasing her forehead. The torture had aged her. The scabs on her back throbbed. Her head ached. This might be the last time she’d see her face.

      She dressed in a sports bra, generic T-shirt, and sweats. She wouldn’t be able to store any weapons, nor did she take a pain pill. She needed to act like a victim. She put on mascara and forced herself to cry. After she got black tears running down her face, she snuck outside and rubbed dirt on her face. The raw skin around her wrists and bruises on her neck helped with the disguise. She tore the bandages off her back but left the stitches. Some of the scabs split and leaked crimson through her white shirt. Joe donned the dirty clothes he was found in. The sharp stench of sweat and urine had sunken into the fibers.

      Meanwhile, Kovac and Detective cut inconspicuous holes in their suit blazers’ pockets to allow their cell phone cameras to see out. They wore featureless white masks that covered their whole heads. Kovac’s gender was lost behind her outfit. She even wore black leather gloves to keep anyone from seeing her hands.

      At 9:42 pm, Arden and Joe climbed into the back of Jose’s van.

      Loose binds constricted their wrists, and rags were taped into their mouths. Kovac sat back with them, acting as a sort of gatekeeper. Dawkins put Jose in the driver seat. Dawkins sat in the front seat. He kept his pistol aimed low on his lap while Jose drove. Jose was covered in tattoos and carried a sort of chaotic madness with him. He looked like a man without fear, but Kovac and Dawkins had instilled some into him that made him buy the lie. He knew what the cult was all about. He knew his death would be slow if he didn’t obey.

      They passed through the heart of Atlanta, watching the skyscrapers blur by. Every time they stopped at a red light, Arden accumulated more sweat. There was a part of her that wanted to say she wasn’t scared, but the past trauma played in her mind. You survived that. You’ll survive this. Her thoughts didn’t seem to convince her of much. She believed that God would help her, but she was once again going into the valley of death. Trying to get out of her head, she glanced outside the tinted window. Pedestrians walked down the sidewalk, lost in their phones and completely unaware of the ever-present darkness all around them. They didn’t know that Arden was a wanted murderer. They didn’t know that she was going to stop a cult that had been selling and sacrificing humans for God knows how long. The pedestrians walked on, content in their ignorance, but so blind.

      Despite the late hour, traffic inched through the city.

      Jose drove in silence. His tattooed hands held firmly to the steering wheel. Arden couldn’t help but wonder how many people he had kidnapped and/or killed. The man was in his late thirties and was skinny with very lean, hard muscles. His face was ugly, and his coal-black eyes were deep pits of lust, violence, and despair. The AC blasted cold air against his face. He breathed steadily, having faced death before.

      They headed down a few country roads. The moon was full on the clear sky. They pulled onto the single-lane road with a few McMansions. The road led them to a long, straight driveway that faced the mansion they sought.

      Jose pulled up to the long black gate. Mounted on a tall post, a camera looked down on them. There was a small intercom box nearby the driver's side window.

      Jose pressed the button and waited.

      The intercom buzzed. A man’s voice projected from the grate. “Go ahead.”

      Jose said a few codewords that Arden didn’t understand.

      The intercom went silent.

      Arden felt anxiety across her chest. Her breathing quickened.

      Suddenly, the gate clicked. Its little motor hummed. The gate slid open. Arden gave silent thanks as they pulled onto the property.

      Jose proceeded to drive his van toward the vine-covered mansion.

      It was the only structure on the far-reaching manicured lawn. Mowed in a checked pattern, the grass was a bowling green.

      Kovac’s shoulders were as rigid as a wood board. The white mask hid her expression. She kept her gun and camera hidden. There was no badge for this mission. She felt naked without it.

      Lamps lined the brick road. Ground lights cast their golden rays across flower beds and sculpted bushes.

      The images the detectives had taken days prior failed to capture the scope of the mansion. It was three stories tall and extremely wide. The windows had a wooden frame that was carved with different animals. A long line of pillars ran across the front and supported a grandiose balcony. The mansion’s double doors were arched with copper doorknobs and gargoyle heads on their faces.

      Two unmasked men wearing suits and earpieces stood by the entrance. They saw the van approaching and put out their hands. Jose rolled to a stop. He rolled down the window. The two guards peeked inside.

      One said, “They started an hour and a half ago.”

      “I got held up,” Jose said.

      The guard looked down at him. “Well, you can’t go inside dressed like that.”

      Dawkins kept his pistol tucked away underneath the flap of his blazer. He kept it pointed at Jose.

      The guard turned to him. “And who are you?”

      Jose answered for him. “They’re my special guests.”

      “You never said you were bringing anyone.”

      “Look at them,” Jose insisted.

      The other guard walked over the back of the van and opened up the door.

      He shined a light at Arden and Joe. They recoiled in the light and tried their best to look distraught. It wasn’t far off from the tension they felt.

      The guard cursed. He looked at the guard standing next to the driver’s window. “It’s them.”

      “Who?”

      “The ones that have been hunting down our guys.”

      “I thought we already dealt with them?”

      Jose answered, “They’re my gifts to you. My guests helped me find them,” he said, referring to Dawkins and Kovac.

      The guard by the window put a finger on his earpiece. “We’ve got some unexpected visitors. They got the rogues… Okay. Will do.”

      The guard by the window said to Jose, “You and the masks can come in. We’ll take care of the prisoners.”

      Not wanting to appear more suspicious, the detectives and Jose got out.

      The guards frisked them, but Kovac and Dawkins had already left their weapons inside the car. The guards took their phones, though. They followed the guard into the house.

      Arden and Joe were left to improvise.

      The second guard hopped into the van’s driver seat.

      The guard talked into his earpiece. “We have two coming down your way.”

      As the van rolled around a small road beside the mansion, Arden peeked through the mansion’s windows and saw elegantly decorated rooms with warm lights and wonderful leather furniture. Unlike the orchard where there was debauchery at every turn, there was no one. This party was a ghost town. Sickening doubts came to Arden’s mind.

      The guard looked into the rearview and watched Arden. “I hope you enjoy the party.”

      He parked behind the house. There was a large open area with a dozen parked vehicles.

      A few more men in suits approached.

      They opened the door.

      Cautious, Joe went out first. Arden lagged behind. The guard grabbed her arm and forced her to walk faster.

      The guards spoke first. “What did they say we should do with them?”

      “Put them with the others.”

      Meanwhile, a guard patted down Arden and Joe. Arden and Joe stayed quiet and still. They tested the binds on their wrists and thought they were solid. Seeing the captives were not a threat, the guard opened up a small back door of the mansion. It led to the same hall as the kitchen. Arden heard chefs yelling and metal clanging from down the hall. The floor was glossy tile, and the walls were white. It was more like the employees’ area at a hotel than a home. The two guards escorted them to a wide elevator and pushed the button for the basement.

      It dinged after a moment.

      Arden and Joe stepped into a corridor painted with murals depicting wonderful meadows. The chilly air made goose bumps rise on Arden’s flesh. She trailed a step behind Joe and headed to the end of the hall. One guard stood in front of them. One guard stood behind. The guard in front stopped in front of a door labeled “Family Swim.” He gave Arden and Joe a sinister grin and unlocked it.

      The door opened to a room with a large, drained swimming pool and diving board. Wearing swimming trunks, people of all ages were bound around the pool and the walls of the room. Their wrists were placed in wall shackles. Some faced forward. Some faced backward. They had bruises, scabs, and bite marks on their starved bodies. The people were high out of their minds. There was no one in the room but the thirty-plus slaves.

      Bile climbed to the back of Arden’s throat. She swallowed it down and silently prayed, having never seen something so horrifying.

      One guard led her and Joe toward the end of the pool. The guard stood behind them. “What do you see?”

      Joe boiled in rage. Arden trembled. She glanced over and saw the other guard listening to something in his earpiece and grabbing large scissors from a small table of tools.

      The guard standing behind Arden answered his own question. “I see flesh. Meat.” He sniffed Arden’s hair. “Not unlike you.”

      Keeping her eyes straight ahead, Arden began to loosen the wrist binds slowly.

      The second guard held the scissors and walked toward them. He placed the scissors at the bottom of Arden’s shirt. The cold metal kissed her skin. The guard began to cut upward, tracing her spine until the shirt split open. He cut from her short sleeves to her neck, allowing for the total removal of her top.

      Arden glanced over at Joe. He glanced back as the other guard nibbled on his neck.

      The guard behind Arden started to cut open the back of Arden’s pants.

      Arden nodded ever so slightly at Joe.

      He blinked.

      They started to loosen their binds.

      He blinked a second time.

      The guard behind him requested the scissors.

      He blinked a third time.

      Arden and Joe slipped their binds.

      In the same motion, Arden slammed her heel backward into the guard’s nose.

      Joe, as he twisted back, grabbed the guard on him and flung him and the guard into the shallow end of the pool.

      Arden punched the side of the dazed man’s head while Joe pummeled the other guard.

      The moment she had an opening, Arden yanked out the man’s earpiece and tossed it away. The guard jabbed at her with the scissors. Arden sidestepped and struck the man in the nose. He let out a cry. The scissors dropped from his hand. Arden stepped on them and kicked them back. They skidded across the tile and flew into the pool.

      Joe heard the clacking noise, grabbed them, and finished off the guard he was beating.

      Meanwhile, Arden beat on the guard she was fighting. She took no pleasure as she jabbed him over and over with her fists. She pushed him back to the wall and hit him in the groin. The man’s eyes went wide as a shadow approached behind her. Arden twisted back, seeing Joe.

      “No—!” The guard screamed as Joe pushed Arden aside and jammed the scissors into his body over and over again.

      Before Arden could process what was happening, the guard was dead.

      Joe breathed heavily with his neck slightly hunched, making him look more beast than man. Blood was splattered across his right hand, shirt, and even beard. Joe opened the flaps of the man’s blazer and pulled out a 1911 pistol. He already had the other guard’s pistol clipped to his belt.

      Arden spoke softly, “Joe, wait.”

      Joe turned back to her, enraged. “There are kids in that pool, Arden.”

      Arden looked back at the drugged captives. They were so out of it; they didn’t even react to the violence. Some of them were young. Very young.

      Joe clicked off the weapon’s safety.

      “The plan, Joe,” Arden said painfully. “Kovac and Dawkins are expecting us to—”

      “Arden,” Joe barked, cutting her off. He extended the gun, already having a second. “Let’s end this.”

      Arden bit deep into her lip.

      Joe waited for her response.

      Not now, the soft voice said in Arden’s thoughts.

      Joe waited. Not getting a response, he said, “You want to wait for God. Suit yourself.”

      He grabbed a few knives off the tool table.

      “Joe, we need to do this together. Please.”

      “I’m sorry, Arden. I can’t.” With a few knives tucked into his belt, he quickly headed out the door.

      Arden cast down her gaze. Blood leaked through the tile and rolled around the tips of her shoes. Setting her jaw, she took off the man’s blazer and put it around her bare torso. She frisked the man, hoping to find keys to the captives. He didn’t have any. She jogged over to the pool and took the small ladder down to the dead guard. She checked his pockets. No keys.

      “Lord,” Arden mumbled.

      Someone groaned.

      Arden quickly looked up and saw a familiar-looking girl. Her hands were bound by metal shackles and stretched high above her head. She recognized her dirty face.

      Arden approached her. “Scarlet?”

      The eleven-year-old glanced up at her with heavy-lidded eyes. “Mom?”

      “No,” Arden said softly. “Do you remember me? I tried to save you.”

      Scarlet Gales shook her head.

      “What did they do to you?” Arden asked, in awe that the girl was alive.

      “They…” She looked down at her shameful swimsuit.

      Arden felt tears welling up. “I’m sorry I wasn’t…” she caught herself before she got too emotional. “I’m going to get you out, okay?” She turned back to the other little boys and girls in the pool. “Jesus, help me.”

      The sound of the door opening caused Arden to freeze.

      Footsteps neared the edge of the pool.

      Arden whispered, “Joe, we—”

      She stopped talking as she saw the four figures wearing Roman-style masks and tailored suits. Three guards flanked their left and four flanked their right. They aimed their weapons at Arden.

      Arden felt her heart drop into her stomach.

      “Arden Briar. My god, aren’t you just the thorn in my flesh,” one of the men in the masks said.

      “Garold,” Arden replied. “How are you recovering since the car accident?”

      Garold shrugged. “I’ve had better days.”

      “Yeah…” Arden agreed, speaking through the fear that crippled her. Lord, you put me here. I’m trusting You to get me out.

      Garold Grey gestured to the guards. They descended into the pool. Arden thought about running, but she didn’t want to get shot. Then again, getting shot might be a kinder fate.

      The men grabbed Arden and slammed her to the floor.

      Arden’s chin hit the tile. She bit her tongue and tasted copper.

      They pulled off her blazer and painfully twisted her arms behind her back. One of them cuffed her, and the other one removed her pants and shoes. Garold and the other three masked men watched her. One guard lifted Arden by the waist to another guard outside the pool. She wondered how many lives she had left at this point.

      On her feet, she faced Garold from a foot away. He looked down at her bare body but was completely desensitized to it. “Do you believe in God, Arden?”

      Trembling, Arden fought to stay brave. “I do.”

      “Curse his name,” Garold said.

      Arden set her jaw.

      “Very well.” Garold glanced into the pool. “Get the girl, too. We’ll take them both up.”

      Arden fumed. “What are you going to do to her?”

      “Make her watch,” Garold said.

      The guards gripped Arden’s biceps and made her walk ahead of the cultists. They chuckled at the stripes on Arden’s back. She glanced behind her and saw the men carrying Scarlet.

      They marched her through the cold hallway. Every time she took a step, Arden thought about running. Death seemed easier than this. They loaded her into the elevator. She could feel the cultists breathing on the back of her exposed shoulders. The door opened, and they led Arden through the kitchen. The chef watched her as they cooked impressive steaks and vegetables. Sharp spices assaulted her nose. The mouthwatering food reminded her of the hunger in her stomach.

      They stepped into the residence hall. For the first time, the mansion actually looked like a home. There were massive paintings on the walls, along with elegant furniture made with dark, glossy wood. Arden eventually stepped into a massive ballroom. It was full of dozens of masked patrons engaged in quiet conversation. They all turned to Arden.

      Arden stopped walking as the mass of people stared at her bare body. The guard behind her pushed her forward. Arden’s mouth made a line on her face as she started through the crowd. They parted before her. Some of them cursed at her. One with a mask only covering the upper half of her face spat on Arden. She kept an eye out for Dawkins or Kovac but didn’t have any luck. The ridicule worsened as she stepped deeper until everyone was screaming in her ear, calling her foul names and blaming her for the arrest of their friends. Eventually, she reached the center of the marble-floored ballroom. The ceiling had a massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling.

      The stage had three sets of six steps going up the sides and looked like a ziggurat. The top was about twelve feet wide with a five-foot-long, three-feet wide wooden box on top. There were six men in robes standing behind it. Their golden masks each had a unique design. One had antlers bolted into the top of it. Another had a beard made of real hair. They watched as Arden was escorted to the box. The guards stayed at the bottom of the steps. They didn’t see Arden as a threat anymore.

      Arden was forced to stop in front of the box. She looked down at the jeering crowd. In the far back corners of the room, she saw a cameraman filming her. It reminded her that all this began when investigating the Broken Roses film crew.

      The elders each held up a hand. The crowd quieted down until the room was completely silent. One of the guards brought a chair up the stairs and put it down next to the altar. The chair had high legs and was made of dark wood. They placed Scarlet in the chair and told her not to move.

      Arden looked at the people. Her teeth chattered. Her heart pounded. She felt a million times more vulnerable than when Master was whipping her.

      She put what little faith she had left in the Lord and spoke out to the crowd. “You think you’re so crafty, huh?” Arden let out a frustrated chuckle. “God sees all of you, and soon, the whole world will, too. So, go ahead, cut out my heart, or whatever you’re going to do. You can’t kill me. I know where I’m going after you steal my last breath. What about you? You that confident? C’mon. Speak up!”

      The elder spoke up. “Lay down.”

      Arden shouted to the ceiling, “Thank you, Lord, for this wonderful day! I can’t wait to see you face to face—j”

      Garold and three cultists with him grabbed Arden and slammed her down onto the table. She gasped as it broke open the stitches on her back. Her blood spilled on the cold, smooth surface. They held down her wrists and ankles. Arden fought but was not successful.

      “Thank you for saving my soul, Jesus!” she yelled desperately.

      Garold kept her wrists tightly bound with both his hands. He said to her, “You think we’re going to kill you, Arden?”

      She looked at him with a crazed smile on her face. There was a fire in her soul knowing that her life was coming to an end and it would be glorious on the other side. She remembered her dream from the bunker and how she danced with her savior.

      Behind his mask, Garold smiled back. “We have much greater plans for you than death.”

      The first elder walked to Arden’s legs and unzipped the front of his robe. It fell in a heap around his ankles, exposing his flappy, aged skin to everyone in the room.

      Arden’s smile fell away, and the fire in her burned out.

      Garold clicked his tongue. “First, the elders will have their turn.”

      The cultist forced Arden’s legs open.

      Garold continued, “And then, everyone in the room will take a turn. There are approximately fifty-six of us.”

      Arden felt her hope withering

      Garold said, “When everyone else is done, the elders will go again, and then we’ll keep you in the pool room until you’re fat with child.”

      The five robed elders looked at Arden. Through every mask, the devil himself was watching her.

      The elder put his soft, mole-spotted hands on Arden’s knees as he stepped closer.

      “When all that’s finished,” Garold said cockily. “We’ll deliver the child right here and start again. All in the name of our lord.”

      Arden locked eyes with Scarlet, who sat behind the nude elder. She took in a deep breath.

      Boom.

      Boom!

      The thunderous sound of gunshots echoed off the wall.

      A bullet ripped through the naked elder’s head, and his limp body collapsed on top of Arden.

      More gunshots sounded quickly, followed by screaming and terrified cursing. The entire room became a single noise as bodies started dropping.

      The cultists let go of Arden and ran for cover. Garold took a bullet to the neck. He spat blood, tumbled down the steps, and was trampled by the fleeing elders. The crowd tripped and fought over one another as they ran for the door. The guards around the platform aimed their pistols into the pandemonium but couldn’t figure out who was shooting. One started firing in a certain quadrant of the room, and other guards followed suit, accidentally gunning down their own people as they scattered for the exit.

      Arden pushed the body off her and rolled off the table. Her elbows slammed on the stage floor, and she army crawled to Scarlet. She grabbed the girl and held her close, using the altar as cover. She covered the girl’s ears with her shaking hands.

      The doors swung wide, and ear-bleeding concussive grenades blew up, further adding to the insanity. Arden glanced around the edge of the altar and watched the SWAT team herd the masked patrons back into the room, taking down anyone who attacked them.

      Arden pulled Scarlet to her and shut her eyes tight.

      It lasted for four minutes.

      The screaming in the room had turned to sobbing, and the SWAT team shouting orders.

      “Hey!” The shout seemed far away.

      Arden opened her eyes and looked at the three members from the SWAT team aiming at her. They said something to her, but Arden didn’t understand.

      “I don’t…” she said weakly.

      “Let go of the girl!” they shouted furiously.

      Arden slowly removed her hands from Scarlet’s ears. One of the three men quickly grabbed Scarlet and tore her away from Arden. They all hurried off the platform.

      She reached out, failing to catch them. “Wait! Why are you—”

      They had already moved on.

      Arden was alone. She pulled her knees close to her chest and trembled. She wanted the nightmare to end. She shut her eyes and blocked out all noise.

      A light shined over her eyelids.

      “Ma’am? Can you hear me?”

      She opened one eye and looked into the beam of a small flashlight. When her eyes adjusted, she noticed she was looking at the worried face of a female EMT. “Ma’am. Nod if you understand me.”

      Arden glanced around. The body of the naked elder rested in a pool of drying blood. How long have I had my eyes closed? she asked herself.

      “Ma’am?” the EMT repeated.

      Arden nodded weakly.

      “Can you stand?”

      Arden grabbed the edge of the altar and used that to get to her feet. Her knees buckled. She kept herself from slipping. The ballroom was mostly empty. Some of the concussion grenades had exploded the crystals on various chandeliers. The one above Arden was intact. There were roughly twenty bodies scattered, littering the floor. Most of them were being photographed by forensic analysts. A few members of the SWAT team chatted. A few EMTs rushed a gurney out of the room.

      “Put this on,” the EMT said behind Arden.

      She put a blanket over her shoulders. Arden held the cloak tight against her body, hiding her nakedness. The EMT led her down the stairs.

      “What’s your name?” the EMT asked.

      Arden was too preoccupied looking at the bodies to answer. None of them looked like Joe, Dawkins, or Kovac.

      The EMT took Arden through the doors. She walked through the fine mansion.

      “How did you get here?” the EMT asked her.

      Arden glanced down the hallway, seeing officers walking and talking. “They found human remains in the kitchen, too…” one said before leaving Arden’s earshot.

      Eventually, the EMT opened the door for Arden to go outside. Helicopters circled overhead. There were dozens of police cruisers with their red and blue lights spinning. There was a fire truck, six ambulances, and a few SWAT trucks. The hostages from the pool room were carried out on stretchers and by hand. Unmasked cultists sat in a long line outside on the grass. Their hands were cuffed behind their backs. Most of them had bleeding ears and busted lips. Joe sat in the midst of them. They locked eyes as Arden was escorted to an ambulance. A small smile grew up his bearded face.

      Before Arden could act, she was put inside and her back examined. They assessed that the damage wasn’t great and had her put on sweats and a sweater. They stepped out for a moment. Arden stayed seated on the bench and wondered how she was still alive.
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      Deliverance

      

      Dressed in jeans, sneakers, a V-neck tee, and a leather jacket, Arden stepped into her office. Light spilled in from the hall behind her and exposed the room’s emptiness. All the waiting room chairs had vanished. The twin offices at the back were empty.

      “There have been a few people that tried the place since you left, but none stuck around,” the landlord said behind her. “I can offer you a discounted price if you want to take on a longer lease.”

      Arden scanned the barren room with her green eyes. “I was just browsing. Thank you, though.”

      “Oh,” the landlord said. “Are you sure? I mean, I can mark it down further…”

      Arden turned to him. Her red hair rested on her shoulders. The tube lights above illuminated the freckles on her nose. “Have a good one, Mark.”

      “Yeah, uh, you too.”

      Arden went back outside, feeling the nightly wind brush against her. She mounted her cheap motorcycle and put on her helmet. Kicking it into gear, she raced down the streets of Atlanta. Even after three years in the can, the city hadn’t changed much. The buildings still reached for the heavens, traffic still cluttered the roads, and people walked on, completely isolated in their own little worlds.

      Arden drove to a small house in a neighborhood. She parked her motorcycle behind a few of the cars already in the driveway and knocked on the door.

      Laughter sounded, and then the door opened. “I got it!” A voice on the other side said.

      It opened. Jessica, twenty years old with long brown hair and a gleeful smile, answered. It seemed like every year she got more beautiful. “We’re so glad you’re here!”

      They hugged. It was the first time she’d had full body contact in years. It felt strange.

      Arden asked, “How’s school?”

      “I’m a sophomore in college now, so it's a little intense,” Jessica released her. “Come on. Dinner is ready, and everyone is waiting.”

      She stepped into the living room and saw the kitchen table. Joe, clean-shaven and dressed in business casual, got up and gave Arden a strong embrace. Arden squeezed him back.

      “I missed you,” he said softly.

      “You, too,” Arden said, squeezing fistfuls of his shirt.

      “I was counting the days,” Joe said.

      Arden blushed. “You’ve gone all soft now that you’ve shaved the beard?”

      Joe smirked.

      “Share some of that love,” Dawkins said.

      Arden let go of Joe.

      Dawkins, Kovac, Derrick, and five-year-old Ethan were at the table. Dawkins wore a wrinkled gray suit and scuffed shoes. At least he combed his hair today.

      Arden grinned when she saw him. “Looking sharp.”

      “You might want to get your eyes checked,” Kovac joked. She was dressed in a blouse and slacks. Her hair was down, and she didn’t look as stressed out.

      “Kovac’s developed a sense of humor since you’ve been away,” Dawkins said. “Unfortunately for the rest of us.”

      Derrick got up and met Arden with the third hug of the night. “I’m glad to have you back, man.”

      “It’s been a while. How is everything?”

      “New business. New me,” Derrick said. “

      Arden waved to Ethan. “Boy, you've gotten tall.”

      “Who are you?” the kid asked.

      Joe took a seat next to her. “This is Arden. She helped Granddad out of a lot of trouble.”

      “Oh,” Ethan said. “You’re the one that everyone talks about.”

      “Is that right?” Arden asked kindly.

      Ethan nodded.

      Arden glanced over to Joe.

      Jessica sat down. “What do you say we eat?”

      Before they started to dig in, Joe asked Arden to pray. She did so, and they enjoyed their meal, catching up Arden on everything that had happened over the last few years.

      Dawkins worked in Vice. He hadn’t gotten much of a raise since the big bust. After all, he’d violated a lot of protocol by going undercover on his own authority, not to mention abducting Jose. Kovac’s father pulled some strings to bury a few facts of the case. Nevertheless, it permanently locked Dawkins into his current position. He didn’t seem to mind, though. The assault on the mansion was successful. He’d gotten the video to the SWAT team while inside the mansion. Little did he know that Kovac had already told her father about preparing for the raid a day before they infiltrated the mansion.

      Because of this, Kovac earned a managerial role in the Macon Police Department. As much as she hated desk jobs, it was her father’s punishment for going through with Dawkins’s plan to help Arden. Though they weren’t partners anymore, the two detectives hung out on nights and weekends.

      Derrick quit his dispatching job to work at a comic shop. After Arden was sent to prison, he lost the passion for dispatch work. With all the craziness surrounding the Scarlet Gales investigation, he decided it was better to read about heroes than to try to be one.

      Scarlet was safely returned to her parents, though the road to recovery would be long and hard. The rest of the victims were alive but in need of a fresh start after all they had experienced.

      Jessica went to Georgia State University for English with a minor in developmental psychology. She wanted to become a teacher while helping teenage girls cope with bullying and assault. Ethan would be starting school this year. Thankfully, she had Joe to watch him.

      Joe got out of prison two years ago and had been working as a P.I. while he was taking care of Ethan. He seemed calmer and took better care of himself. Most of his work involved smaller cases, like finding a family’s missing jewelry or the like. Arden could tell by looking at him that he was done with the fast life. Arden was happy for him. They’d all been pushed to the limit. He deserved a breather.

      After dinner, Kovac and Derrick helped wash dishes. Dawkins stood in front of the TV as he watched the latest football game highlights. Jessica and Ethan packed away the leftovers.

      Meanwhile, Arden and Joe went outside to the back porch. They leaned on the railing and looked out at the fenced-in backyard.

      “I was thinking about growing a garden,” Joe said out of the blue.

      “I never thought I’d hear you say that,” Arden retorted.

      Joe shrugged. “I just want to try something new with Ethan. He’ll be grown up soon. I want to make some good memories.”

      Arden looked up at the stars. Most of the city lights had flashed them out, but she could still see the common constellations. “It's nice out.”

      “Arden.”

      She turned to him. She was still trying to get used to him without a beard. He looked much softer.

      He seemed to speak softer, too. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Don’t make me spell it out.”

      Arden took a breath. “That’s all in the past. You don’t need to thank me.”

      “You took the blame. You—”

      “So did you,” Arden interrupted.

      “It wasn’t right,” Joe said guilty. “I was just as much involved in the whole thing as you were. Probably more so.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I was ready to take my fair share of punishment,” Joe said.

      “Jessica needed you,” Arden said. “Besides, the jury was going to sympathize with me more anyway, so it was only smart to take the role of instigator.”

      The two were quiet for a moment.

      Arden reflected on the trial after the mansion assault. No one knew that Joe was the shooter in the ballroom because everyone wore masks. He tossed the gun and was arrested by the SWAT team. It was only by a miracle that Dawkins was able to pickpocket one of the patron’s phones before the ritual, which he used to contact SWAT before he started filming. When the police searched the place, they found that the cultists were dumb enough to film every ritual for their sick pleasure. There was so much evidence and press that it was easy to push through the courts. Joe was charged with killing the guards in the pool room, but he pleaded self-defense. The jury showed him favor after seeing pictures of the pool room. Arden’s case was a little more complicated.

      First, Arden admitted to all of the breaking-and-entering charges during the time of the investigation, saying that she was the mastermind and Joe just assisted. She confessed to the self-defense murder of the Jamesville police officers, too. When it was all said and done, the only thing that kept her jail time down to three years was her rescue of Scarlet Gales. As for the rest of the events that happened that night, Kovac and Dawkins got the credit. After all, it was they who called SWAT. Arden was just the woman who got captured.

      After the dust settled, Garold was confirmed dead. A massive branch of the human trafficking operation was shut down, along with a lot of the Atlanta movie studios. Scarlet went to a hospital and then returned to her parents, who vowed to take better care of her. The jury decided that five years was a good time for Arden to serve for her vigilante crimes. She got out in three for good behavior. During that time, she got a chance to run a small bible study on her prison block. It helped her battle some of her own demons. Many of the women could relate to her history of abuse.

      Joe spoke, breaking Arden’s concentration. “What are you going to do now?”

      Arden shrugged. “See where the Lord leads me.”

      “Work?”

      “There’s a lot of girls that still need help,” Arden replied.

      “You don’t have to keep throwing yourself into every hopeless situation,” Joe said. “Your life matters, too.”

      Arden’s mouth made a line on her face.

      Joe said, “You can’t love your neighbor without loving yourself. That’s biblical.”

      “Nice try, Joe,” Arden stopped leaning on the railing and stretched. “Maybe dessert is out. I’ll go check.” She headed for the sliding door.

      Joe said, “Arden.”

      She stopped and turned back.

      Joe locked eyes with her. “Help me with this garden. It would be fun. Slow. No one will get shot at.”

      Arden gave him a pitying look. “I’ll think about it.” She went inside.

      After eating dessert, sharing some laughs, and saying her goodbyes, Arden took her motorcycle to Mrs. Keller’s place. Her bunker might just be the perfect place to run her operation. After all, two of the three men that killed her sister were still out there.

      

      The End.
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