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This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, or incidents that are like real life are purely coincidental. The content of this book is used from the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people. either living or dead, is purely coincidental. The fictionally named places were created to allow the author flexibility for literary freedom and innovation, without being constricted to describe real places accurately. 
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Author’s note

Faith’s story came to me after a conversation with a fellow survivor. Like me, we both suffered child abuse in the past. There is very little about what abused kids endure every day, and even less about how they get on with their lives after breaking away. Abuse survivors learn to be highly vigilant and hyper aware of their surroundings. They are often intelligent and driven to work hard to succeed in a new life away from hurt and trauma. 

Faith’s character started taking shape as a strong young female who survived a harrowing life that left her with lasting damage to her mind and her body. She is a believer in her ability to have the career that she always wanted through her art. Suddenly, she finds herself injured on a beach, wondering how she got there. Faith has amnesia from a large bleeding headwound.

Sam is an ex-SEAL and a medic. He completed two tours in the Navy and the first week of his third tour, his career comes to a sudden stop. He is sent with his elite team to Afghanistan to rescue some stranded marines from capture by the enemy. The mission ends abruptly after an explosion almost ends his life and Sam’s spinal cord is nicked by shrapnel. Sam is sent to the best doctors, first in Germany and Bethesda and then to their Coronado base in San Diego for rehabilitation. The doctors not only save his life but help him to learn to walk again. One night after a bleak future career talk with his CO, Sam takes a walk along the beach. He finds Faith near the waterline in a bad state and saves her life. 

Sam and Faith learn how to carry on living again together after their traumas and their bond ignites an overwhelming chemistry between them. 

I enjoyed developing Sam’s character as a retired Navy veteran to celebrate all those brave young men and women who return home from active duties. Those brave young individuals who have seen too much horror from this world. It is not easy to return to civilian life after serving your country in combat war zones. It can often take time to settle back into society and a lot of veterans need help to adjust.

I have come to know many people who have survived truly terrible situations and been forced to live a different life than they envisaged. Survivors of trauma come from all walks of life, but it doesn’t need to define who they are forever. 

This is a work of fiction to celebrate those who have the strength to change their lives and carry on, despite their pasts. Many survivors go on to live their full lives and find happiness. 

There is always hope.

Happy reading!

With Love 

Elizabeth
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Chapter 1
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Faith - 15 years ago

Eight-year-old Faith was sitting alone on the edge of the sandpit, watching people milling about all around her in the play park. She had recently moved to another new city with her father and had not made any friends yet. Her father wanted her out of the way and asked her to go outside and explore while he unpacked more of their stuff. He was in a grumpy mood and Faith knew it was best to stay out of the way when he was like this. She was in the large playground near her father’s apartment complex. The neighborhood apartments stood like giant bleak sentinels, guarding the large acre of land from all four sides. It was a perfect concrete rectangular prison with a green park area in the center. 

Whoever built this city must have liked their shapes, Faith thought to herself. 

Faith had walked the inside perimeter of the apartments and discovered that there were two apartment complexes on the short sides and six on the longer sides, which faced the large green park area in the middle. It was an oasis of nature right in the heart of the bustling inner city. The green area heralded an escape from the cacophony of noise from downtown Richington. It had taken Faith a full hour to walk around the whole park and check the place out. She made a mental note of a small convenience store and a fast-food burger joint. There was an IHop across the street on one of the corners. 

New places intrigued Faith, and she needed to know where she could hide out for a day or two, if it came to that.  She took notice of where the convenience store trash containers were, in case she needed to look for food. She also needed to find a place off the ground, so she didn’t get attacked by the critters at night, if it came to it. The place had to have a roof or a thick canopy of leaves. She spent the night inside the exit of a large storm culvert a few weeks ago when her father was a drunk mess. She had to escape the blows somehow and running away seemed like a good idea at the time. The critters had bitten her skin raw in places and she wouldn’t repeat that mistake. Her father took out his rage on her for disappearing on him. It was how she had got her broken wrist, because of the punishment. He had loaned her out again in the warehouse. 

Don’t go there! Faith sighed and forced her eyes up to her surroundings.

The extensive play area held a riot of colorful flower beds which were shielding the spiderwebbed pathways in symmetrical patterns. Each apartment complex that she had walked past had a different colored cladding, and the flower beds matched the buildings. It was a bleak attempt at creating a real park with fully grown trees and rolling hills. It lacked a pond where old people could sit on benches and feed the ducks. 

In this park, every inch was planned.

There were clusters of red maple trees and loblolly pines dotted around the play area. Their wide canopies provided a respite from the relentless sunshine here in the deep south. Some river birch trees were planted in neat rows around the paths leading away from the playground. Everything was too landscaped and neat for Faith’s artistic eye. It left nothing to the imagination like every part had been plotted on a diagram and put in its rightful place. It was fake and too perfect. Nature wasn’t like that. She was a free spirit, and she imagined her mom must have been one too. She couldn’t remember her, only some images and feelings of her presence. Faith had only been three years old when her mother passed. It was an accident they said, but she always wondered what happened to her mom and she vowed to try and find out when she was older. Adults kept records of things and she needed to know the truth for herself and not what her father had said. Whenever Faith asked about her mom, her father got angry.

Faith sighed and took in the ugly, grey buildings towering over some of the maple trees in the background of the park. They were a concrete reminder that her father would be waiting for her after her brief respite. She stared at all the oblivious people around her in the play area. There were kids like her, playing with other kids of different ages with their parents watching their every move with eagle eyes. Everyone was happy and excited. She was completely alone in a park full of people. 

Everyone was enjoying themselves – everyone except for her. 

It was a hot and sunny summer’s day and the perfect time to spend a day in the park playing in the shade. She let the cool sand in the sandpit sieve through her toes. It tickled her feet, and it made her happy. She loved being barefoot. Faith had rolled up her dark pink dungarees to just below her knees, so she didn’t get sandy. It was as far as she could roll them up without revealing the bruises on her thighs and the rest of her body. She was riddled with them, each a painful, dark-bruised impression of their fingers on her body. They all held a memory of them restraining and hurting her in the worst possible way. Her giant yellow T-shirt covered almost the entire length of her arms. Her father always bought clothes that were too big for her because she was small and thin for her age. She shook her head and forced her mind away from the pain into the present as a silent tear ran down her face. She swept the sand into a small mound between her feet and drew little impressions with her toes.

Don’t go there. She warned herself again and forced her head up at the people in the playground. 

Focus on the here and now, she told herself and willed her brain to take in the beautiful day and pretend, just for a moment, that she belonged with a nice family who had come to the park for the day. Faith scanned her surroundings and picked an unsuspecting family of four to be her pretend family, just for a bit. She imagined herself joining in with their little game of tag and watched how the kids giggled and ran between their mom and dad. 

That is how it should be, she thought to herself. Belonging to a family.

The sun was blisteringly hot, and it had brought many families out to play with their kids. Faith was surrounded by people who laughed and whooped with happiness as they played in the extensive play area. Faith was near her father’s apartment, but she might as well be in a different universe. The park was full of light and laughter. Her father’s apartment was behind blinds and in constant darkness with hardly any furniture, except for a giant fish tank in the living room. It was the first piece of furniture he unpacked when they arrived. The glow of the tank freaked her out as it was the only light in the whole apartment. It cast weird shadows over the sparsely lit space in the room, as the fish made ripples in the water which reflected onto the walls and the sparse furniture. 

Faith hated the new place and shivered at the memory. She wished she didn’t have to go back there ever again but she had a curfew and if she was not back, there would be the usual consequences. Faith chose to go to the park and hang there for a few hours. 

Maybe one of the kids would play with her? 

Faith scanned the rest of the park for any friendly faces. There were families enjoying the playground with their kids playing happily on the swings, climbing frame and monkey bars. There were babies playing in the sandpit near her, with moms watching carefully and hovering over them like a protective safety net. She studied the parents and watched how they cared for their kids. It made her happy to see parents display affection for their kids in such an open way. She smiled at a little girl who had ice cream all over her mouth as her mom lovingly wiped the residue off her chin and cooed over her daughter. It made the girl smile and look at her mom adoringly. If only Faith had felt that from her own parents. A smile over ice cream.

Don’t go there! She warned herself again and sighed.

She heard a sudden loud squeal from one of the spiral chutes from the playframe and saw a father go down one of the slides with a little girl in his lap. She shrieked with delight and held her hands in the air as the momentum pushed them down the twisted metal chute at speed. As they came out to the bottom, he enveloped his daughter in a safe cocooned hug and the girl laughed. Her long blonde hair covered her father’s face as they embraced happily at the bottom of the chute. It made Faith smile half-heartedly before she caught herself in the fantasy that her own father would do something like that with her. 

Never. She thought to herself. He never took her to the park. Not when she was little and not now. She was always alone.

Faith stared at her arm, which was in a cast, and grimaced as she recalled how she had broken her wrist. The cast was itchy in the warm weather. This time she had earned herself a colles fracture to her distal radius. It had happened when her father’s friend had taken her restraints off too quickly and pushed her forwards after her punishment. She had landed hard against the concrete floor in the warehouse. She had been too dazed to catch herself after he finished with her. Faith’s left arm had folded itself on impact. 

That place. The warehouse. The place she was not supposed to talk about because it was secret, and it followed them wherever they went. In every new city, the warehouse was set up exactly like the others.

She wanted to forget about that place, but it kept coming back in her nightmares. Terrible things happened there to her and the others. This time it was her left wrist that was broken, and she couldn’t draw. Her drawing was her only happy refuge and she felt this break so much more intensely than the other injuries. Every day she was unable to draw was hard and she was itching to pick up her familiar pad and let her pencil run over the paper. 

“Where is your mom dear?” An older woman with her grandchildren glued to her side had come up to her while she was daydreaming. She studied her face with interest and concern. Faith realized the woman must have seen the tears flowing down her face. 

That is why you never cry. Don’t show any weakness! Faith heard her father’s voice in her head. She quickly composed herself and thought of something to say.

“My mom is over there, buying an ice cream. I dropped mine.” Faith lied and the older woman smiled sympathetically and checked the ice cream truck with a sweeping glance, where there was a woman buying an ice cream. The older woman nodded as if she had confirmed that Faith was telling the truth. The older woman walked away with her two grandchildren clinging to her side. A young boy with strawberry blonde hair and freckles and a little girl with a shock of bright red curly hair. 

Faith smiled at her quick thinking. She was used to making up lies at short notice. Her father always told her she had a vivid imagination.

If only that were true. Faith thought longingly as she stared at the woman turn away with two ice creams in her hands and gave one to her young son who laughed at his treat.

Why did people always ask where her parents were? 

She was fine by herself. Always alone.

Faith knew the answer but chose to ignore the truth. She looked younger than her eight years and the law stated that she should never be without an adult. Faith could take care of herself, and she had done for the most part for as long as she could remember. She realized she may have stayed too long in one spot and stood up and dusted the sand off the back of her shins and feet. She started walking with her sneakers and socks in her hands. There were several kids on a grass field, throwing baseballs around with gloved hands. Fathers were shouting instructions on how to hold their hands to throw the perfect baseball. There was a little league game that was about to start, and Faith thought she recognized some of the kids from her new school. She had only been to her new elementary school for two days, but she had a good memory of people’s faces.

Maybe one of them will play with me once their game has finished? She thought.

There was a shady spot by a loblolly pine tree to sit and watch the game unfold. She could smell the distinctive thin pine needles from the ground and leaned her back against the thin and peeling scales of the trunk. Several families settled under the loblollies shade with her, and she could listen in on private conversations between parents and friends. Faith loved all sports and was soon enjoying the game with the park full of families. The score was close, and she followed some players more than others. She studied how they stood and moved, and she wished for the hundredth time that she had been born a boy rather than a girl. 

If she had been a boy, nobody would touch her. She thought to herself.
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Everly 15 years ago

Everly Crawford was a trauma counselor in the Cedar’s Port area. She was one of the best trauma professionals in her field and specialized in victims who suffered from Complex PTSD after systematic abuse. Everly worked as a therapist, and she also travelled extensively around the country to teach at college lectures, seminars and workplaces to increase awareness of the condition to other practitioners in the same field. 

Everly’s expertise was often sought by law enforcement, including the FBI. The survivors who came to her were the ones who had been forgotten within the system because no one understood their actual trauma. The survivors had often been through a variety of drug treatments and therapies. None of them worked because the root cause of their trauma had not been addressed so they could begin the healing process. Everly had worked with adults as well as children that were referred to her through the central trauma hub. 

Everly was in her office one afternoon when her phone rang. It was the FBI in Richington and they requested Everly to come in as an expert in a new case. She had often been asked to help in cases where there was strong evidence of abuse and neglect but this time, the FBI needed her that same afternoon. It peaked Everly’s interest because she had to drop everything to drive over to the FBI headquarters in Richington from her office in Cedar’s Port. She asked her secretary to cancel her appointments for that afternoon and get the office ready to take on a new high-profile case. 

Everly arrived at the FBI office thirty minutes later and walked through the body scanner on the ground floor. In her hurry, she forgot her watch was still on her arm and the machine beeped angrily at her which made all the guards react with their weapons ready. Everly had been through the scanner many times before and she paused and held her hands up in the air. The guards patted her down and made her take the offending watch off. She was asked to walk through the scanner one more time. It delayed her arrival, but she knew it was a necessary precaution since everyone was given the same welcome treatment before entering the secure FBI building. It would be futile to complain over a five-minute delay. 

Everly was given a visitor’s badge and directed to the fourth floor where the major crimes’ unit was. She was met with agent Donovan and agent Gaffney at the elevator doors. She had spoken to agent Donovan on the phone earlier that day, so she was expecting to meet him, but she was surprised that a second agent was involved. Agent Donovan and agent Gaffney explained that they were the lead agents on a new major crimes case while they walked down the corridor.  They led Everly through the main bullpen of agents sitting in clusters of desks dotted around the room. There was a buzz in the air and every agent appeared focused on whatever they were working on. Everly was directed into a private conference room which had large glass windows overlooking the plaza below. To her surprise, she was introduced to a couple of young forensics specialists called Chambers and McElroy. There was also a Dr. Randall from Oak Valley Medical Center in the room. Everly realized that the case must be a lot bigger than agent Donovan had insinuated on the phone and her interest was piqued even further. 

Everly’s attention was drawn to the large, teak table in the middle of the room. There were pictures all over it and she took a closer look and gasped. They were all pictures of young women and even some children. All the victims had been brutally beaten by various instruments. The agents started talking about the case and that it was to remain strictly confidential for now. 

“These photographs are all from the last two months in the Richington area.” Agent Donovan started showing the photographs to the group and went into the specifications of where each victim had been found. Agent Chambers explained about the conditions of the bodies. Dr. Randall added information about the medical details from the ER which were clear physical and sexual assaults in all cases.

“The photographs you have just seen were of survivors who lived to tell about their ordeals.” Agent Gaffney began and turned to the table behind him and collected a small pile of photographs. “These are of the victims who did not make it.” He stated and put five female victims in the middle of the table. 

There was a long silent pause as the group perused the photographs with sharp intake of breaths at the demise of the brutally murdered women. Some of the women were in a late stage of decomposition due to having been left out in the open to the rodents, coyotes and other critters. Some of the bodies only had their bones left and almost no tissue, in unsightly angles. They all showed signs of violent deaths.

“Our sketch artist should be able to identify these women. He is working on this now.” Agent McElroy explained to the group. 

Agent Chambers explained that the females had all been brutally beaten and sexually assaulted before they were killed. Agent Donovan added that they had been in touch with the FBI offices from several major cities in the US. 

“There have been several cases reported of similar deaths from assault victims. We are suspecting that there is a travelling sex-ring that go between cities to avoid detection.” Agent Donovan explained. 

“Everly, we are going to need you to help with the surviving victims here in Richington and you will be working with other trauma specialists around the country.” Agent Gaffney instructed. 

“Of course, I will be happy to help you with this. Where do I begin?” Everly questioned the two agents.

“That is where I come in.” Dr. Randall spoke up. “I have two women in the ER right now who were beaten and assaulted at the same time. It would be great if you could come and see them in the hospital before they are discharged.”

The group agreed to meet again to keep each other updated. The forensics team was still compiling evidence to build the case that could lead back to the people responsible for the assault victims. Agent Donovan and Gaffney were working with other agents across the US to build a picture of the extent of the activities of the sex-ring.

After two weeks since the first FBI meeting, Everly was called back in to the FBI headquarters to discuss the case. Agent Donovan and Gaffney had built a case timeline on a big whiteboard. It had details of three different major US cities with a list of victims attached to it. Agents from other offices had joined the meeting with their teams and the case was discussed in detail. It appeared that the sex-ring was using the same methods of operation in every city and the injuries on the victims were almost identical. It was clear that the sex-ring had been moving around for a while, but they were now on the FBI’s radar thanks to the two women in Oak Valley Medical Center, who were able to remember some details from their assaults. 

Everly had started working with the young women and had made initial reports of their ordeals for the case. Neither of the women could reveal much from their kidnapping ordeals because they had been blindfolded. The forensics team had managed to trace the particulates from the women’s clothing to an industrial area of Richington, but their efforts to track down the building had come up empty. It appeared that wherever the operation had taken place, it had been wiped clean of all trace and the men had moved on. Without any evidence, there was no case and the file was closed but Everly’s work had just begun. She had already started a new file of the details from the case including the murdered victims and their locations. She named her file X. 

Everly spent the next five years working with new victims from the traveling sex-ring. The women were all traumatized and had suffered assaults for weeks on end. The FBI had traced the men to several states spanning the entire US continent. It seemed that the gang moved a lot but their “warehouse games” and torture did not change. They could track their movements from the victims but every time they got close, the gang moved on. It was like the gang had someone on the inside of the authorities to help them before they were discovered. 

Maybe one of the assailants was working for the police?
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Chapter 3
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Everly – 10 years ago

Everly received a phone call early one morning just before the fourth of July holiday weekend. It was Agent Donovan who informed her that there had been a break in the sex-gang case. This was huge news since the FBI and the police had been tracking the gang for years without any traces of ho the gang were. The FBI had received an anonymous tip from one of their informants about some strange activities going on in an industrial unit in the Richington suburbs. The FBI’s SWAT teams had stormed many warehouses over the years since they caught wind of the gang, but they had always been too late. This time they hit the arrest jackpot when they breached the building and caught the gang in action. Several arrests were made on the spot, and both women and children were taken to the hospital. Most of the victims were in a bad way from repeated assaults and all were restrained. 

Agent Donovan was convinced that they had arrested the gang men responsible for the sex crimes that had evaded the authorities for over a decade. Among the arrested men was a police chief from nearby Hunter’s Way, called Bruce Rainey. He had a clean record and the shock of his arrest as one of the gang members sent a ripple effect through all the police precincts on the Eastern seaboard. 

Agent Donovan told Everly about two young girls that they had found bound and gagged at the back of the warehouse with one of the men. They were both in critical condition from physical and sexual abuse. The FBI needed Everly’s expertise and asked her to come to the hospital immediately in case one of the girls woke up. They held vital information that would help them with the case in court. The FBI had found many women alive, and they were receiving treatment in hospital. All victims would be needing psychiatric treatment once they recovered from their injuries. 

Agent Donovan warned Everly of what she would be seeing when she arrived at the hospital. The sex-gang was the worst arrests that he had made in his entire career and some of the men who were with him had been physically sick after what they had seen of the warehouse victims. It wasn’t just a gang in need of sexual fantasy and release. These men were manipulating and torturing their victims both physically and sexually. It was disturbing and inhumane.

Everly quickly got ready and drove to the hospital in Richington. Agent Donovan and a group of police men were gathered outside the hospital entrance. Some of the men had blood on their clothes and Everly could tell just by looking at the group of officers that it had been a difficult night. They all had hollow eyes and grave expressions from seeing deeply upsetting events. 

Agent Donovan waved Everly through his men and walked with her into the busy ER. The room






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





