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      Welcome to my The Perfect Psychological Thrillers Box Set, which includes three suspense stories: The Perfect Face, The Ghost Wife, and Brooklyn Gothic.

      In The Perfect Face, all that Wealthy magazine journalist Maddie wants to do is relax on Kyrie, a stunningly picturesque Greek island.

      But when she meets beautiful 12-year-old Ruby, who is traveling with a woman claiming to be her mother, Maddie’s reporter’s antennae stands at attention. She suspects the girl is being trafficked to a nearby private island owned by the mysterious, reclusive billionaire Dexter Hunt.

      Maddie will do whatever it takes to help the girl—even if that means joining forces with a rival reporter, whom she once made the mistake of sleeping with… and even if she must confront a traumatic incident from her past.

      In the short story The Ghost Wife, Tabitha is dead. But she can’t move out of her house, as she doesn’t have a clue where to go. She’s cursed with watching her husband and teen daughter learn to live without her.

      On Christmas Day, when her toddler nephew and a strange man pay a visit, Tabitha learns some unbelievable news. Now she has a big decision to make.

      In Brooklyn Gothic, idealistic young reporter Casey takes a suspiciously well-paying job inside of a Brooklyn Gothic mansion. It’s owned by an enigmatic multimillionaire, Samuel Foster, who is watched over by his oddly devoted former nanny.

      Soon, Casey falls deeply in love with her boss even as she suspects he’s hiding some very deranged secrets.

      You might notice that two of my heroines are reporters. This is because I was a journalist for many years, and have written for some of the biggest news outlets in the world. Write what you know, right?

      I hope you enjoy this box set and the unpredictable, twisty stories within. It would be much appreciated if you’d leave a rating at your favorite retailer. And please be sure to tell your bookish pals about me.

      To get updates, cover reveals, and chances to win free books, I’d love it if you join my newsletter.

      Thank you to Megan Easley-Walsh, Polly Kahl, JS Cover Designs, Wide for the Win, Liz Alterman, Finola Austin, Mom, Judy Dutton, Priya Malhotra, Christina McDonald, Heather Teixeira, the people of Chios, Greece, the Montauk Club, and Bookstagram.

      And most of all thank you to my readers. YOU are the reason I do what I do! I’m humbled and grateful that you look forward to my tall tales.

      Yours,

      C.G. Twiles
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            Chapter One

          

          RUBY

        

      

    

    
      Mom says when she was pregnant with me, she prayed every single day for one thing: For God to make me beautiful. 

      Where Mom and I come from, smarts or being talented may or may not get you anywhere. But a beautiful girl can do anything, go anywhere, and be anyone. That’s what my mom says anyway. So, she wasn’t too surprised when the first thing someone (a nurse at the hospital) said about me was “What a beautiful baby.” 

      After that, it got routine. Mom said when she took me out in the stroller, she could hardly walk ten feet before someone (always a woman) would stop her and say, “That’s the most beautiful baby.” But Mom didn’t have the money to move to a place like New York or Chicago, where beautiful babies can earn money modeling. She took pictures of me and sent them to agencies but never heard back. 

      She tried to save up money so we could move to a place like that but she says when she told my father her plans (he didn’t have much to do with us but lived only one town away), he threatened to bring her to court if she left the state. So, she tried other ways of getting me attention.

      When I was about seven, she made a social media account for me and it started to get a lot of followers but Mom couldn’t figure out how to make money off it, though I did get a few free t-shirts and things. Then Dad said being online would make perverts want to kidnap me, so she took it down, because Dad could be mean and she was scared of him.

      So, we were stuck here, in this dead-end town. 

      When I was 11, my dad died in a car accident. It was really sad because when we were together, he was nice to me, and I wish I’d gotten to know him better. But also it probably wasn’t as sad as it would be for someone who saw their father more than a few times a year.

      Feeling like she was finally free to get me noticed, Mom started to pray again. “God,” she said, “when I asked for a beautiful baby, you were nice enough to give me my Ruby (my name is Karolina Ruby, but my mom only ever calls me Ruby, because she says I shine like a ruby). I hate to come to you again so soon. But my baby is almost grown up and these looks from heaven you gave her aren’t doing much for us. I’m still bartending, serving drunks all day, fighting off scum.

      Ruby gets complimented all the time, but compliments don’t pay the rent. And I want to do more than pay rent. I want to buy us a nice house, a car that doesn’t break down all the time, and have money so Ruby can go to a good college one day and get out of here forever.

      Please God, send us a way for Ruby to be seen by the world. Why would you make such a gorgeous piece of art no one can see? At least no one who’s important?”

      A couple of weeks later, Mom’s friend sent her an ad she’d seen online. “Looking for The Perfect Face,” it said. The winner was promised a modeling contract with an agency it didn’t name.

      There were categories for girls, teens, and adults. I had just turned 12, so I’d enter the 10-12 category, which was the youngest one. 

      My mom brought me out to a field where wild flowers were blooming because it was spring, and took a ton of photos. She made me change outfits tons of times. She put a dab of pink lip gloss on me, but that was it, because she wanted me to look natural and like my own age. Mom had done these little photoshoots before, so I kind of knew what I was doing. 

      I skipped in the field. I held flowers to my face. I climbed trees. I could look all girlish or I could look more adult. I could be carefree or look like I’m thinking deep thoughts. And I liked being in front of the camera. It felt like my friend.

      Despite taking hundreds, maybe thousands, of pictures that day, the one Mom chose to send to the contest was the very last one of the day. It was late afternoon, and I was tired and hungry. We must have been there six hours, easy. She said, “Okay, Ruby, we got enough. Let’s go get something to eat at Maxie’s.” I kind of looked at her and smiled a little because I was thinking of a big, juicy hamburger with lots of pickles and a side order of curly fries and a chocolate shake. 

      Right then, her finger hit the shutter and snapped a picture of me. I wasn’t even trying to pose. It was only me thinking of food. That’s the photo she picked to send into the contest.

      A week later, she got a call. Out of thousands of girls my age, I’d been chosen to fly to New York. There, I was put into a room with more girls my age. All of them were so pretty. I’d always felt like the prettiest girl anywhere I went, but not now. One by one, we were called into another room, where a woman took more pictures. Me and Mom were put up at a really fancy, old-fashioned hotel for another week.

      Then we got another call.

      I’d won “The Perfect Face” contest for my age group!

      I’d thought my mom would be so happy. This was everything she ever wanted for me. I’d probably be on the covers of all the glamor magazines. I’d wear fashionable clothes on the runways, travel to places like Paris and Milan, places I’d heard about. And Mom would get to come with me because I was too young to travel alone.

      But instead of jumping up and down, she grew very quiet. For the next few days, she seemed distracted and uncertain. I kept asking her what was wrong, what was happening, where did we go next, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. It was really frustrating and confusing.

      “Please, Mom,” I said. “I want to be a famous model. I want us to be rich. Why aren’t you happy?”

      “Honey, you don’t understand,” she said, quietly. “This isn’t exactly what I thought it was.”

      She told me how we would be flown to a special island. A man owned the island, and he was very, very rich. Richer than we could even imagine. And this man knew everyone—movie stars, scientists, billionaires, even presidents. There, Mom would be given enough money that we wouldn’t ever have to worry about money ever again. She’d also have to sign some papers saying she would never, ever say where she had been, or what she had seen or heard. And that went for me, too. If we did ever say anything to anyone, we’d be in a lot of trouble. A lot of trouble.

      “Who’s the man?” I asked her. “Does he own the modeling agency? Why can’t we say we met him?”

      Her eyes grew distant and she didn’t answer me.

      Later, a man and woman I’d never seen before came to the hotel. They were dressed really fancy. They ordered a huge ice cream sundae for me, which was delivered on a silver tray by another man in an outfit, and then the dressed-up man and woman brought my mom to the other room in our suite. I could hear them talking through the thick wooden door but couldn’t tell what they were saying.

      Soon after they left, my mom sat down next to me on the big, white, super comfy king-sized bed. She looked more relaxed than she had the past few days. More like herself.

      “Ruby,” she said, “this is our chance. We’re going to have enough money that we can buy a nice house on the beach, like we’ve always wanted. And we’d have enough that I could quit the bar and look for something better. And I’ve been told that your education will be paid for. We could send you to a good private school, and then a good college if you get the grades.”

      “That’s amazing!” I squealed.

      But then she grew kind of—well, I don’t know the word for it. It’s a big word. All I can say is my mom gets that look when she comes home from work and she’s bone-tired, and smells nasty like stale beer, and some dumb guy at the bar gave her a hard time. It’s a look I dread seeing on her, because it makes me feel so sad. Like I would do anything to erase that look and make her smile.

      “So then what’s wrong, Mom?”

      That’s when she held my hand. She squeezed it tight and said, “If we go to the man’s island, it will change our lives. But, baby,”—she sucked in her breath and looked right into my eyes—“you’re going to have to be very brave.”

      The way she said it made my chest start to shake, like there were tears inside trying to not come out. Because I wanted that house on the beach and to go to a better school. And I really, really wanted, more than anything, for Mom to quit the bar.

      “I can be brave,” I said, though I didn’t feel brave right then.

      “And you’re going to have to be quiet. Very quiet about something you might want to talk about.”

      I felt my lower lip start to shake, because Mom always said that I should speak up if I felt something was wrong. If she wanted me to keep some kind of big secret, then it couldn’t be wrong. But my stomach felt like it was.

      “But why be quiet?” I asked.

      “Because this man is very powerful. He can help us. But he can also hurt us.” She put her hand under my chin. “We can’t tell anyone what will happen on his island.”

      “Will it be bad? What is it?” Mom was really starting to scare me.

      “Honey,” she said. “Ruby…”

      She stared out the window for what seemed a long time. Then she finally looked back at me.

      And she told me.
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      The young girl across from Maddie made eye contact with her. She was a stunningly beautiful young lady—long colt legs, thick wheat-colored hair down to her waist, and even from across the aisle, Maddie could tell the girl had green eyes—a dark forest green. The girl looked 13, maybe 14. Maddie felt sorry for the girl. She must already be getting hassled by lecherous full-grown men, gossiped about by jealous girls. 

      The woman sitting next to the girl was clearly not doing well at all. Poised at the woman’s mouth was one of the paper bags the ferry workers had handed out and her face was contorted and pallid. You hear about faces that turn green with nausea. Of course, that’s fiction. Sort of. She did look green.

      Maddie couldn’t blame her. Her own sick bag was tight in her fist, in case she needed it. Her stomach was a strong one, she’d never been seasick before, but she’d never been in waters this relentlessly heaving before. Up, down, up, down, up, down, with barely a second between. Not side to side. Straight up and down.

      Each plummet back down from the tip of a wave sent her stomach catapulting upwards, the feeling you’d get when your side of the ferris wheel drops. It’s not like it was even stormy out. The skies were blue and sunny, not a drop of rain to be had. Just the way the Aegean could be. History would tell you it had swallowed up countless ships and sailors. Hopefully, today it wouldn’t swallow up Maddie and all these tourists.

      Suddenly, the woman next to the coltish young girl bolted forward, staggering towards the bathroom sign. But Maddie knew she wasn’t going to make it. Why bother with that when everyone was puking right out here in the open? The woman crouched on her knees, the bag pressed up against her mouth.

      “Mom!” the young girl cried. The woman stayed on the steel beamed floor, vomiting into the bag as the ferry swung up, down, up, down, up, down.

      Maddie grasped one of the poles and managed to get closer to the woman. She didn’t know if the woman spoke English, but the young girl’s “Mom” had the ring of an American accent.

      “Ma’am,” Maddie said, thrusting out one arm. “Hold your wrist,” she said, demonstrating while keeping a hold on the pole. She couldn’t tell if the woman heard her. “With your thumb. Like this. Press down hard, right on the vein.” She was speaking loudly because the boat was slapping so loud and hard against the waves. “It’s an acupressure point. It helps.”

      The woman peered up from her bag, face ashen, with an expression hanging between Thank you and Go away. She appeared somewhere in her thirties, with a scraggly, pulled-back ponytail, locks the same wheat color as the young girl’s but without its sunshiny gloss.

      To be honest, if the girl hadn’t called the woman “Mom,” Maddie would have taken her for a family friend. Other than the same hair shade, there was no resemblance. The mother was as ordinary as the girl was extraordinary. 

      But that was a bit unfair considering the woman was currently hugging the ferry floor, trying not to throw up again. Appearing to understand Maddie’s directive, the woman grimaced, using the thumb on the hand holding the sick bag to press down on her wrist. The young girl staggered over, then fell right down by her mother.

      “Woah!” Maddie called, reaching for the girl, but unable to grab hold as the boat free-fell then ricocheted up with a straight bounce off a wave. Maddie clung tighter to the pole with one arm and tried reaching out again, this time managing to grasp the girl’s skinny arm. “You okay?” she said, helping her up to the plastic, bright orange bench. “You speak English?”

      The girl seemed to nod but it was hard to tell with the slamming up, down, up, down motion of the boat, like it was being sling-shot between waves.

      “She’ll be okay,” Maddie said, because the girl looked so worried. “We’re almost there.”

      Then Maddie had to stop speaking as nausea was gathering momentum in her stomach, bile beginning to slosh around the back of her throat. She squeezed her wrist harder and stared determinedly at the pewter waves through the window on the lower deck (they’d all been ordered downstairs as the waves were slopping over the upper deck). Up, down, up, down.

      She noticed most people couldn’t even glance out of the windows, that seeing the waves would make them even more ill. They were desperately staring at the floor or holding their heads between their knees.

      But not Maddie. If she watched the waves, it helped keep the bile at bay, because she could imagine jumping off the ferry if it began to capsize. She’d grown up around the water and was a good swimmer. Realistically, she likely couldn’t survive in waves like this, but imagining she could was enough to keep her from puking.

      “How much longer?” the girl asked.

      “I think about half an hour.”

      “Oh my God!” she cried. “Mom won’t survive it.”

      “Sure she will. She’ll be fine once she’s off the boat.”

      The girl gave a weak, distressed smile, and Maddie stopped speaking, because that was only empowering the nausea threatening to have its way with her. She took pride in being one of the few on the boat who hadn’t vomited yet. In fact, it was more the sickly stench permeating the air than the bouncing of the boat that was giving her a queasy stomach.

      She noticed that the ferry workers, all young, sturdy-looking Greek men, hardly seemed aware of the choppy sea. One of them was even standing at the seating area’s opening, casually smoking a cigarette.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty or so minutes later, easily the longest thirty minutes of Maddie’s life, the boat docked and its sea-battered occupants stumbled out weak-kneed. Many immediately dropped to the dock, needing to be on the unmoving earth.

      Maddie didn’t want to intrude on the mother and daughter, who were slightly in front of her, holding onto each other, but she kept an eye on them. They headed to a bench, and the girl sat on it but the mother, like most others who’d disembarked, lay flat on the dock. As soon as Maddie stepped off the still undulating ferry boat, she felt fine.

      “You guys okay?” she asked them.

      The mother lay on her stomach, saying nothing, hands clawing at the dock.

      “Can I help you at all?” Maddie pressed.

      “Mmmmm,” the woman groaned.

      Maddie decided she better sit on the bench with the girl until the mother was better. It didn’t seem right to leave the girl in charge of the situation.

      “I can try to get you a taxi,” Maddie said to the girl. “Bring you to your hotel.”

      Maddie had only been on the island, Kyrie, for a few days, but had already figured out there was a drastic shortage of taxis. There was one taxi stand and the line at it was usually an hour long. There was some sort of law on the island that you couldn’t call or hail a taxi. You actually had to go to the stand and wait for one. Barbaric.

      “We… we don’t have a hotel,” the girl said. 

      Maddie noticed that the girl’s forest green eyes had gold flecks in them. Probably the prettiest eyes she’d ever seen. Mesmerizing. What people must have felt when they looked at a young Elizabeth Taylor. 

      “You don’t?” she asked. “Where are you staying? Or are you catching a flight out today?”

      God help them if they were. Given the shape the mother was in, it didn’t seem likely they were getting back on a ferry any time soon.

      “N-no…” the girl said, looking hesitant. “Not, umm…”

      On the ground, the mother groaned again.

      “Listen,” Maddie said, projecting to the mother. “I’m staying at a studio right up the street. Can you walk? You can lay down there until you feel better.”

      “Mom?” the girl asked, hopefully.

      The mother somehow managed to push herself half up from the dock, and slowly wobbled her head. Maddie stood, and motioned for the girl to do the same.

      “I’m Maddie. What’s your name?”

      “It’s, well…” The girl dangled a long finger in her mouth. Had the rough seas affected her so badly that she’d forgotten her own name? Or was she reluctant to share it with a stranger, even a female stranger?

      “Doris,” the mother said from the ground. “She’s Doris. I’m⁠—”

      The rest cut off as a strangled retching erupted from the woman’s mouth as she vomited on the dock.

      “Let’s help your mother, Doris,” Maddie said.
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      Maddie and the girl—could her name really be Doris?—walked to the chora, the center of the island, veined with a cobbled labyrinth of alleyways flanked by white-washed, blue-trimmed shops and restaurants, and draped with vibrant pink bougainvillea. 

      Nothing could be more beautiful than a Greek island, Maddie mused. No wonder it was the land that (mythologically) produced Aphrodite and Helen of Troy. And she was ecstatic to be away from the congealed humidity of Manhattan, where she lived. She’d smartly followed her friend Athena’s suggestion that Maddie take a break from her demoralizing work situation and come to Greece for her summer vacation. The temperature must be in the 90s Fahrenheit, but it didn’t feel that hot thanks to a strong, steady breeze off the water. Besides, a beach was never more than a short walk away. If you started to sweat, you simply headed for the shoreline.

      After leaving the dock, Maddie and the girl had managed to stumble the mother along the few blocks to the rental, called Sideratos, where the woman promptly collapsed on Maddie’s bed and crimped into the fetal position.

      Maddie couldn’t believe the woman was still so affected by the turbulent ferry ride back from a small abandoned island that was one of the world’s most intact ancient archaeological sites. Along with a couple dozen others, Maddie had spent three hours gazing in awe at the ruins of Greco-Roman houses adorned with colorful mosaics, theaters, churches, temples, art, and ancient but sophisticated aqueduct and plumbing systems. Attention consumed, she hadn’t noticed the girl and her mother.

      Perhaps the mother—who eventually moaned out that her name was Stella—had some travel bug.

      She felt bad for the daughter, who apparently hadn’t eaten since the morning, several times braying, “Mom, I’m staaaaarving.” Maddie offered to take her out to get food, and to go to a pharmacy and try to get medicine to calm Stella’s stomach. Granted, it was a bit uncomfortable to offer to take charge of a random young minor but sometimes you had to shove aside feelings of discomfort when help was needed. Besides, they were all female. The odds of one of them being a serial killer were virtually nil. 

      Virtually.

      First, she and the girl walked to a food stall inside the chora and ordered tiropita and spanakopita with the intent of eating while walking to their next destination—a pharmacy. But it was closed. Now Maddie remembered from past trips to Europe that retail hours could be inconvenient—often closed all afternoon, then open until late into the night. 

      The girl had no money—she and her mother had stored their belongings back at the ferry terminal and the mom had been too sick to go get them—so Maddie paid for her food.

      Then they sat on a bench overlooking the crystal-blue Aegean and dug into their sumptuously greasy meals. Beaches were ubiquitous but not uniform. There were red sand beaches, white “sugar” sand beaches, pebbled beaches, and lava beaches, covered with black pebbles from millions of years of lava cooling and being pummeled into bite-sized pieces. Maddie and the girl currently stared out over a shore layered with multicolored pebbles.

      “How old are you, Doris?” she asked the girl.

      “Twelve.”

      “Oh! You’re so tall. I thought you were a little older.”

      Now it definitely seemed odd to be sitting here with a random child—for despite the long legs and Katherine Hepburn cheekbones, Doris was indeed a child. But these were the Greek islands. Children of all ages ran around unattended. It wasn’t the United States, with its kidnapping hysteria and parental micromanaging.

      Even in Athens, where Maddie had stayed for two days before flying to a nearby larger island, then taking a ferry to Kyrie, she’d seen kids, looking as young as seven or eight, free-roaming all over the city. 

      It seemed okay to sit here with a random child, unlike at home, where Maddie would have been crawling with vague guilt, keeping one eye out for cops or Chris Hansen.

      The girl steadily munched away on her food. She wasn’t very talkative.

      “Are you and your mother on vacation?” Maddie probed.

      “Sort of,” the girl said, resting her food on her lap, staring out to the gloriously sparkling sea. Hard to believe an hour ago it had almost devoured their ferry. “We’re going to visit my uncle. He lives on another island.”

      “Lucky him. Which island?”

      The girl shrugged. “I forgot the name of it.”

      “Does he live there year-round?”

      “Yeah.” She paused, took another bite of food and chewed, staring out at the electric-blue Aegean. “He’s really rich.”

      “Even nicer.” 

      But Maddie’s tone was flat. She knew about rich men. She’d been covering them for five years for Wealthy magazine. One of these rich men, she felt certain, had been responsible for disrupting her career and was indirectly the reason she was even on Kyrie. Her friend Athena was on the island, restoring her great-grandparents’ house. And Maddie’s job was not going well. She figured she’d better use her vacation time before she was fired.

      But surely the girl’s uncle wasn’t the kind of rich man Wealthy magazine wrote about? Not billionaire rich. The public perception that there were billionaires on every corner was far from reality—there were only a handful of true billionaires in the world.

      The girl didn’t give the impression she was familiar with that kind of private plane, private island, politicians-in-your-pockets, celebrities-in-your-bed kind of rich. She seemed too unpolished and down-to-earth. And if that kind of money was in the family, Doris and her mother probably would have taken a private yacht to the historical island, not that sad little ferry boat that put them through that harrowing sea trip. The uncle was likely an expat who’d retired to the much cheaper islands and was doing fine with monthly withdrawals from his retirement fund.

      “So, you’re on your way there?” Maddie prodded, unable to shake the reporter’s habit of asking lots of questions. “That’s why you don’t have a hotel?”

      The girl nodded. “He’s supposed to get us in his boat later tonight.”

      Boat.

      Hm. Maybe the uncle did have a yacht. That’s what rich people called them. Boats. Maddie thought about asking the uncle’s name—maybe she knew of him—but decided she’d grilled the girl enough. “Hopefully the sea has calmed down by then,” she said.

      “Mom and I got here last night, and we thought it would be fun to go on a day trip while we waited for him. But now she can’t move, so who knows what will happen.”

      “Your uncle might have to wait until she’s better. You guys can get a hotel tonight.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “I guess.”

      Maddie didn’t hang around young people. She had no nieces or nephews. At 32, she had no children. A pregnancy at 30 had led to an engagement with her long-term boyfriend, but at ten weeks, the pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage. The miscarriage had resulted in thousands of dollars in medical bills thanks to crappy insurance and what seemed like dozens of appointments with her gynecologist to continually check her hormone levels, and then a dilation and curettage when the fetus didn’t pass on its own. 

      Her boyfriend, Jesse, whom she’d known since she moved to the city in her mid-20s, had agreed to split the bills, then haggled over every dime. The miscarriage had been painful not only emotionally but physically, and she was in no mood for quibbling over medical bills, especially when Jesse made ten times the money she did.

      She’d always known he was cheap—it was his worst quality—but this was an abhorrently insensitive side to him she’d never imagined. So, she’d broken up with him, and he immediately moved on to one of his coworkers—possibly the source of his insensitivity. Perhaps he’d already had something going on with her.

      Only one of Maddie’s friends had a child—but the child was a toddler. The typical behavior of a 12-year-old was simply out of her range of familiarity. Doris’ lack of enthusiasm for her uncle’s island was likely a preteen thing. Maddie vaguely remembered, at that age, being unimpressed with everything, too.

      “Doris is an interesting name,” she continued, driven to keep trying to connect with the girl. “Kind of old-fashioned. Those old-timey names are really making a comeback.”

      The girl stuck her tongue out. “Stupid name. You can call me Ruby. But don’t call me that in front of Mom.”

      “Is that, uh, the name you’d rather have?” Maddie asked, at the same time wondering, Why not call you that in front of your mother? 

      “Doris is a—never mind.” The girl brushed some crumbs off her cut-offs, then wrapped the longest clump of strings on the frayed hem around two fingers. “Just call me Doris. It’s my real name. My nickname is Ruby but Mom wants people to call me by my real name.”

      “Oh.” Pause. “Okay.” Kind of an odd decision for a mother to make for a girl who was old enough to decide for herself what she wants to be called. 

      “You want to hear a name story?” she went on. “Maddie is short for Madison, which my mother named me because she loves the movie Splash.” At the girl’s utterly blank expression, Maddie plowed on: “You’re probably too young to know that movie but it was popular in the eighties.”

      Another dead-blank look.

      “I guess I’m lucky she didn’t name me Daryl after the actress who played Madison,” she continued, expecting another blank canvas. Instead, the girl said, “Daryl. I like that name.”

      Leaving some remnants of food for a few stray cats who sat nearby, staring regally and hungrily, the pair tossed their greasy paper wrappings into the nearest trash can and went to see if they could find an open pharmacy. They couldn’t. Not knowing if Stella would be able to stomach any food, Maddie bought her a sports drink at an outdoor stall. 

      Then she and Doris wound their way back through the narrow maze of the chora. There were other strolling tourists, but not too many. Kyrie wasn’t easily accessible by Athens or Thessaloniki, requiring either a plane ride and another hours-long ferry ride, or an overnight ferry trip. Plus, it was July. Most tourists, the majority of them coming from Britain, wouldn’t arrive until August.

      “Have you visited your uncle on the island before?” Maddie asked the girl, more to break the silence.

      “Not really.”

      Is that a yes or no? Maddie wondered, having the sudden urge to ask the girl if she’d even met her uncle before.

      “Well, I hope you have a good time.”

      The girl said nothing, staring down at her open-toed flat sandals as the pair made their way back to the studio apartment.

      Maddie now had the distinct impression that the girl, for whatever reason, did not wish to move on to her uncle’s island. Perhaps there was some family dynamic happening that was distressing for her. But maybe she had a naturally sullen or insular personality. 

      Still, there was an urge to check in, to look out for her, though Maddie had no idea how to do it without overstepping boundaries. But given that she’d likely never see the girl or her mother again, she figured there was no harm in being more nosy.

      “Is that a place you want to go?” she asked, uncertain how to articulate the vaguely dark intuition creeping up on her. “I mean… you seem kind of…” The words evaporated in the air. She was stuck in that discomfiting space between wanting to get involved and wanting to be respectful. To, essentially, mind her own business. “I guess I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      The girl stopped and stared at her, genuinely puzzled. “Okay? What do you mean?”

      Now Maddie felt overreaching and pushy. She’d lived in a city too long. Worked in journalism too long. Not everything was a plot or conspiracy. Sometimes preteens were moody. She certainly had been at that age.

      “About going to see your uncle.” Each word felt like she was digging herself deeper into an awkward hole. “Like maybe you…” She trailed off, pretending the turquoise and silver jewelry laid out in the window of a little shop they passed had drawn her eye.

      “I’m just nervous,” Doris said, pulling out her hairband and rapidly redoing her ponytail. Her hair was so long and thick, it must be like a carpet on her back in this heat. But other than during the tortuous ferry ride, the girl always seemed poised and graceful. “See, he’s going to pay for a private school. I kind of have to impress him. So he knows he’s not wasting his money.”

      “Gotcha.” 

      So much for the theory that the uncle was an eking-it-out retiree. He obviously had a plump bank account if he was going to pick up the tab for private school.

      Maddie couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off but decided to drop it. She’d been a journalist for many years and poking around in other people’s business was her job, but she was on vacation. And she should be worrying about her own life, not that of a random preteen who was traveling with her mother and for all appearances seemed perfectly fine.
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      Back at the rental apartment, Stella was sitting up on the bed, looking much better, though still a bit peaked. Maddie handed her the drink, and Stella took a succession of careful but eager sips.

      “Thanks so much,” she sighed, closing her eyes. “I can’t believe how sick that ride made me.”

      “I tried to get you some medicine but the pharmacies are closed right now. I’m sure they’ll be open in a couple hours.”

      Stella looked at her watch. “Oh, we have to be gone by then. It’s fine, I’ll pick up something later. We need to get back to the ferry terminal and get our belongings.” She looked up at Doris/Ruby. “You okay, hon?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You eat?”

      “Yeah, Maddie bought me some Greek food.”

      “Oh God,” Stella groaned, putting her hand to her head. “I’m so sorry. I can’t pay you back. I’ve got nothing on me.”

      Maddie wondered why Stella didn’t suggest walking to the ferry terminal together so Stella could retrieve her wallet but Maddie’s ex-boyfriend’s stinginess was still lodged in her mind as an abhorrent quality, so she said, “Really, it’s no problem. My pleasure. The food here is so inexpensive anyway.”

      “Thank you,” Stella said, attempting to smile.

      Maddie wondered how the pair were going to make it to the uncle’s boat—the mother still appeared as if she could barely move. Then the bottle of water Maddie had consumed during lunch started to weigh on her bladder. She’d always had a weak bladder, but after her short pregnancy, it seemed to have gotten a lot weaker, though she didn’t know why that would be the case. But a bottle of water would take ten minutes, tops, to work its way out of her system. 

      “Do you think you’re okay now?” Maddie asked. “You could probably get a room here for the night. It’s a nice place, only seventy euros a night. Not too many people here yet.”

      “Oh no,” Stella said, setting the sports drink on the bedside table, and shakily rising. “We should get going. We’ve got to get our things, then meet my cousin down at the dock. Though it makes me sick again thinking about getting back on that water.”

      “I get it,” Maddie said, though her mind was reeling off in several directions. Hadn’t Doris said they were meeting her uncle? She glanced at the girl, and unless it was her imagination, the girl’s normally placidly blank expression betrayed an undercurrent of panic. She was staring intensely at her mother, hazel eyes wide. 

      The thought zipped through Maddie’s mind: They’re lying.

      The intuition that had been honed over years of reporting—the one that told Maddie when something was off-kilter—was jangling insistently. The pair were on their way somewhere alright, but it had nothing to do with an uncle or cousin. 

      Stella approached, hand outstretched. Maddie shook it, the pangs in her bladder sharpening.

      “Thank you so much for everything,” Stella said. “I don’t know what I would have done without you. Probably still be lying on that dock.”

      “Hey, listen,” Maddie said. “Why don’t I walk you guys to the terminal? Make sure you’re alright.”

      “Oh no. We’ve inconvenienced you enough. We really should get going.”

      “To your cousin?” Maddie blurted. “I’d thought Doris said her uncle.”

      Stella’s face seemed to freeze for a second, and Maddie caught that same look of momentary panic in the mother’s eyes that had appeared in the daughter’s. But then her expression smoothly transitioned back to equanimity. “He’s my cousin. But Doris has always called him uncle.”

      “Ah.”

      Maddie glanced again at Doris. The girl was staring at her mother, and then her gold-flecked eyes roamed over to lock with Maddie’s. The look in them made Maddie’s breath catch in her chest. She could swear she saw fear in those young eyes.

      “Listen, stay here,” Maddie said, her voice tinged with alarm. “I’ve got to head back into the chora anyway, to find my friend. I can walk you out.”

      “Oh no, it’s⁠—”

      “Please. But hold on one minute, I really need the bathroom. Be right back!”

      She dashed off, shut the bathroom door, and sat on the toilet. Her heart was beating rapidly. Did she really detect fear in Doris’ hazel-jeweled eyes? Or was Maddie making things up in her head? If the girl was frightened of something, she could have said so when they were alone, couldn’t she? As Maddie unspooled the toilet paper, an ominous thought began to creep into the back of her mind. 

      Could that woman not really be the girl’s mother?

      Doris. Then Ruby.

      Uncle. Then cousin.

      The girl’s sullenness and apparent reluctance to travel to the other island.

      The fact that the girl “couldn’t remember” the island’s name. Surely, she and her mother must have discussed the island extensively if they were on their way there.

      Not really.

      Who says “not really” about whether or not she’d ever been to that island before? It’s a simple yes or no question.

      Maddie quickly stood and flushed, threw her hands under the tap for two seconds and swung open the door without drying them.

      The pair were gone.
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      Maddie sped out the door, leaving it open, as she remembered that it locked automatically upon closing, and she didn’t feel she had time to grab her backpack, which had her apartment key tucked in a pocket. 

      There was a small hill that led to the main road, and on that road, she looked each way, but didn’t see the pair. They couldn’t be far, but she didn’t know which way they would have turned. If she chose wrong, she’d never catch up. The main road also had many smaller roads and alleyways that bled into it, and the pair could have veered into any one of them.

      Still, they must be headed for the ferry terminal to retrieve their belongings, and then the port, to meet the mysterious uncle and/or cousin who was going to bring them to his island. Maddie quickly walked back to her apartment, found her backpack, and was halfway across the room, when she stopped, staring at the open door. Bright sunshine still poured in, despite it being almost six o’clock. 

      What was she supposed to say or do if she found them? Was she supposed to ask Stella to prove she was Doris’ mother? Was she supposed to interrogate them as to exactly where they were going and what they were doing? 

      There must be police on the island—but what was she supposed to say to them either? That she’d met a mother and daughter and they were on their way to another island but the girl had said they were meeting her uncle, and the mother had said it was her cousin? That the girl wanted to be called Ruby, but for some reason, the mother was calling her Doris?

      None of it made a lick of sense and she’d be lucky if police didn’t turn around and arrest her for harassing tourists. The last thing she needed was drawing negative attention from law enforcement in a foreign country.

      “What are you doing, Maddie?” she said aloud to herself, holding her head with one hand as if she couldn’t believe her own behavior. Then she walked to the door and shut it.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours later, she met her friend, Athena, at a taverna that was nearly empty. They sat outside at a table covered with blue and white checkered cloth. For Greece, it was early to eat dinner, but Maddie hadn’t adjusted to the usual island dinner time for locals as well as tourists—10 p.m. or even later.

      She didn’t need to look at the menu, as she wanted exactly what she’d had the night before—the tomato stuffed with rice and cabbage. Athena, a former work colleague, had relocated to the island over the winter after learning that she was entitled to reclaim her great-grandparents’ abandoned house and could fix it up with a grant bestowed on those who could prove island ancestry.

      Athena had told her the house had a breathtaking view of the Aegean but was a complete disaster. For months, she’d been having it stripped down to the studs and everything built back up again—plumbing, electricity, flooring, roof, walls, everything. Meanwhile, Athena was staying with a distant relative who didn’t speak English and she was working on improving her extremely rusty Greek.

      While at Wealthy, Athena had always worn dark purple lipstick and heavy eyeliner, her hair pulled tightly back. On Kyrie, she was almost unrecognizable—makeup free, hair untamed and free-blowing. She’d lost that pinched I’m a New Yorker so get out of my way look, the muscles in her face soft and relaxed. As if she’d turned the clock back to her twenties.

      The difference in her friend’s appearance was so pronounced that Maddie realized she must look as tightly-strung as Athena used to. Maddie had also started to notice the signs of aging, and had even been considering getting a shot of Botox on her forehead. But who needed that when one could apparently move to a Greek island and have the signs of age and stress erased?

      The two had met at Wealthy and became instant friends. But Athena, like Maddie, had found herself shunted to the side at the magazine. Promotions tended to go to the men. Athena had been hankering for a change. Her heritage was calling, and she looked into traveling and studying in Greece. Burrowing into her family’s history, she’d discovered the house her grandmother (whom she was named after) had been raised in before she emigrated to the States was still on Kyrie. More research led to The Repatriation Project, one way that the island, which had fallen on hard times, was using to lure new residents.

      While inheriting a Greek island home sounded like a dream come true, it was actually a risk, Athena had explained. The island sat on an active fault line and suffered frequent earthquakes. Most weren’t that bad—but a few were, including one that had hit eight years ago, destroying huge swaths of the island. The hills had also seen so many wildfires that they were brown and singed bare of vegetation. 

      Add in the Greek economic crisis, which had sent streams of human capital fleeing to Europe for better paying jobs, and the island was in serious trouble. Not even its pristine beaches, medieval villages, glorious white-washed churches, and awe-inspiring monasteries were enough to overcome its lack of an airport or a port that could accommodate the gargantuan cruise ships.

      Once known as the jewel of the Aegean—even supposedly the richest place on the planet for a brief spell, thanks to a tree resin unique to the island that was used to make everything from liqueur to face cream—it was now faded and struggling.

      The waitress appeared with two small carafes of house white wine—in Greece, if you ordered a “glass” of white wine, you got a carafe. The locally-made wine was very good—light and crisp and, Maddie noticed, didn’t cause hangovers. After a bit of small talk and drinking, Maddie told her friend the story of Stella and Doris, and her suspicion that the pair were lying about where they were going and what they were doing, and how she’d almost scurried to the ferry terminal to find them.

      “Why would they do that?” Athena asked, firing up one of the “light” cigarettes sold on the island—they were white and basically tasted like inhaling air. Athena said she allowed herself one per day as a “reward” for dealing with the endless battle of getting workers to show up on time and do the work they were being paid to do rather than to lounge around smoking and gossiping. This being a smallish island, it’s not like she could just fire them and hire another crew. Besides, she figured the other crew would do the same thing.

      “I don’t know,” Maddie replied. “But the whole thing was really odd. I swear that right before they disappeared, the girl looked scared. I mean, what if…”

      “What if what?” Athena asked, blowing a stream of smoke off to the side. With her heavy brows, shoulder-length, slightly coarse black hair, and dark-brown eyes, Athena appeared quintessentially Greek, though she only got that from her father’s side. The rest of her was a mishmash of German, Irish, and French.

      Both she and Maddie had done ancestry testing last year. Maddie’s DNA contained all the countries she had been expecting—primarily England, Scotland, and Wales, and, from her father’s side, Portugal, but entwined were surprisingly large strands of North Africa, Italy, and Sicily. Hence, she supposed, why she’d always managed a perfect tan.

      “Well, what if… the girl is being taken somewhere… against her will?”

      Athena’s eyes widened as the waitress reappeared with their food. Maddie’s greasy stuffed tomato was gigantic and looked as sumptuous as it had last night. Between that, the wine, the side order of French fries, and the dessert she would beg the waitress not to bring but that would appear anyway (dessert was usually on the house in Greece, and the servers didn’t acknowledge the words “please don’t bring dessert”), she vowed to get some serious swimming and hiking done tomorrow.

      “Come on, are you serious?” Athena gaped. “Like being trafficked or something?”

      “I don’t know. I’m only saying, the whole thing is odd. First, her name is Doris. Then Ruby. They’re going to see the girl’s uncle. Then no, wait, it’s the mother’s cousin.”

      “You’re jumping to the worst possible conclusion.” Athena shook her head and stabbed her fork into her eggplant moussaka. “Maybe they’re just drug runners.”

      “A 12-year-old girl? And now that I think about it, isn’t Doris the girl’s name in Lolita?”

      “Dolores. I studied American lit in college, remember. Are they American?”

      “So far as I can tell from the accent.”

      Athena stubbed out her cigarette, her gaze roving over Maddie’s shoulder. “Elias!” She held up her arm. “There’s one of my contractors,” she said, waving. “The only one who shows up on time.”

      Maddie casually turned, still chewing, and saw a dark-haired man weave through a small thicket of people and head towards their table. Maddie’s food caught in her throat and for a moment she thought she was about to choke.

      The man was beautiful. Like a God (a Greek God if you want to be specific) coming out of the mist. Tall, lanky, jet-black hair and chiseled features. When he got right up to their table, she noticed his eyes were an exquisite blue; they radiated against his tanned face as electric as the Aegean itself. 

      Trying to swallow, Maddie thought how typical it was that Athena would neglect to mention she had a knee-weakeningly hot contractor. If Maddie had thought there was the slightest chance of running into a man who looked like this tonight, she would have put on a flirty sundress and at least dabbed on some mascara. Instead, she was caught with a mouth stuffed with cabbage and tomato, a t-shirt and cut-offs, and a makeup free-face that was probably glistening with sweat. 

      A couple of years ago, during one of their after-work drinking sessions, Athena had told Maddie she was “tired of it all.” She wouldn’t be dating anymore. She wouldn’t be pretending to look for “the one,” because there was no “one.” She didn’t care if she went without sex. In fact, she preferred it. Yes, she wouldn’t mind a partner—someone to go to the movies with, someone to run errands for her if she got sick, someone to share her life with. But it wasn’t worth the horror show that was dating in New York. After doing some research, she’d decided she was asexual. She simply didn’t relate to men—or women—in that way, and she was tired of acting like she did.

      “Damn, you are so lucky,” Maddie had blurted. She was still stinging from her miscarriage and breakup with Jesse. Not having any desire to fuse with the opposite sex sounded like nirvana to her.

      Back to the scrumptious piece of man-meat standing at their table. “Kalispera, Ath-eee-naa,” he said, kissing her on both cheeks. His voice was slow and velvety. He looked down at Maddie and she began nervously chewing the inside of her cheek.

      “This is Maddie,” Athena said.

      “Kalispera, Maaah-deeee,” he said, bending to kiss her cheeks as well. Then he pulled up a nearby chair to their small table. He was wearing black shorts and a white shirt rolled up to his elbows, unbuttoned to his chest. Maddie made a concentrated effort not to stare at the tanned flesh she was sure was smooth as silk.

      Athena explained that she and Maddie had worked together and Maddie was visiting from New York.

      “Nyew Yooorrrk,” he drawled, twinkling his light blue eyes at her. “Some my family go live to Nyew Yooorrrk. Long time ago. I need visit.” 

      He smiled at her in that direct, flirtatious way she’d noticed from the men since her arrival. It contrasted sharply with the cloak of invisibility she had on in New York—invisible to the point where men routinely shut doors in her face. Since turning thirty, she could have probably walked into a jewelry store and scooped up all the diamonds without being noticed.

      “You should definitely visit,” she said, her voice coming out a couple octaves above normal, making her sound embarrassingly girlish.

      “So Elias,” Athena said, shoveling another forkful of food into her mouth. Maddie again thought how freeing it must be to not be crippled with the desire to impress the second an attractive man came around. “You know everything that happens on the island. Maddie met a young girl and her mother today and…” She waved absently in Maddie’s direction, switching to her wine. “Go on, tell him.”

      Elias turned his aquamarine orbs on her. Her whole body lit up with tingles. Embarrassing.

      “Well, um… I met this mother and daughter… supposedly mother and daughter… on the ferry coming back from Nalos… worst ferry ride ever, by the way, and…”

      She realized that she had nothing interesting to say about them. Nothing they’d said or done was that unusual or disturbing; at least, not enough for a compelling story. “I don’t know. I’m a bit worried about the girl.” She shrugged. “I think living in a city too long has made me paranoid.”

       She laughed, uneasily. The man lived on an island paradise where he’d probably known everyone since his childhood. He couldn’t possibly understand the bombardment of gory news stories one is subjected to while living in the city, and how, even if nothing violent had ever happened to you personally—and fortunately it never had to Maddie—this could make you walk around in a low-grade state of anxiety.

      “What about the girl?” he asked, probing her with his electrifying eyes. Maddie tried to stop herself from staring at his mouth, which was lush and slightly sloping.

      “It’s just that… she’s only 12. But she looked older, maybe 14 or 15. Tall, beautiful features, could easily be a model. She said she was headed to another island to visit her uncle. But she didn’t seem excited about it at all.”

      “Hmmm…” he said, putting one hand up to his sensuous mouth and looking pensive. He ordered a glass of wine from the waitress as she passed. Then, to Maddie, “Continue.”

      “Her mother told me her name was Doris, but the girl told me she hated that name and to call her Ruby. And she said they were going to another island to visit her uncle, but the mother said it was her cousin. Like they couldn’t keep their stories straight.”

      She took a sip of wine, wondering if he understood all of her tale and the slang like “stories straight.” Most people she’d met on the island spoke fluent English, given the language’s status as international lingua franca. Athena said Greeks were required to learn English in school, and most of the island’s tourism came from Britain.

      “I asked them to wait for me so I could walk them to the ferry,” Maddie continued, “but they disappeared while I was… um, doing something.”

      The man sat silent, the back of his hand still brushing along his extremely kissable mouth. Maddie noticed that the tip of his nose had a very slight roundness to it and she imagined leaning over and gently taking the bulb between her teeth. Yikes. She hoped that cringey thought hadn’t migrated to her face. 

      When the waitress brought his wine, he took a couple of sips, then said, “Did they tell you the name of this island? Which one?”

      “No. The girl said she couldn’t remember the name of it. Which I also thought was kind of odd if her uncle supposedly lives there.”

      “There are rumors…” he said in a low voice while looking behind him and, seeing no one nearby, continued in the same low tone, “rumors about the island direct south of here. Small island, Volinos. Maybe eighty acres. Bought shortly after earthquake. Now, you can’t get near. Patrolled by secure boats.”

      “Security,” Athena corrected.

      “Yes, security. You get too close, they come around—” He made his hand into a simulated bullhorn. “Yell at you to leave.”

      “Do you know who bought it?” Maddie asked.

      He slowly shook his head, and drank more wine. “No. Some say Russian. Some say American. Others even say Greek. But rich.” He paused. “Very rich.”

      “What are the rumors?” Athena asked, her fork poised near her mouth.

      “All kinds of wild parties there. With many of young girls. They call it… how you say…” He looked at Athena and said something in Greek. 

      “Orgies?” she stage-whispered. “Ew!”

      Elias shrugged and slouched back into his chair. “That’s what they say. Man always bring the girls there for—what you say—owr-gees.”

      “How would anyone know this?” Maddie asked. “If no one can get near the island.”

      He tossed his palms up in a Who knows? gesture. “People have ways, yes?”

      “Is anyone there besides this man?”

      Elias gave a languid stretch, then leaned forward, bringing his voice down so low that the boppy bouzouki Greek music playing over the outdoor speakers nearly drowned out his words. “They say all kinds of rich men go to island. Movie stars. Political. All kinds of big men. He bring them over on his boat from here, from there, from everywhere. Island is protected.”

      Maddie felt sick to her stomach, remembering the look Doris—or Ruby—had given her right before she’d urgently dashed off to the bathroom. The look Maddie had interpreted as fear. Maybe the girl was a runaway who’d met up with Stella, who’d offered to “help” her. The next thing the girl knew, she was on her way to Greece. To a private island. Where no one could reach her.

      “Elias,” Maddie said. “If people suspect he’s bringing underage girls to the island, why hasn’t anyone done anything?”

      “Who to say underage?” He looked a bit surprised. “Only rumor. What you want anyone would do?”

      “I don’t know. Can’t someone go check it out?”

      He shook his head, bemusedly, then purred, “You Americans.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the rental studio, Maddie logged into Wealthy magazine’s Wealthiest in the World database. 

      If anything knew about rich men, it was Wealthy magazine. Most of them were clamoring to get into it. Some of them, like old monied Rockefellers and Astors, were not. But if one of them had recently bought Volinos island, it could very well be noted in the database. A general Internet search had come up empty.

      Typing “Volinos Greek island” into the database’s search function, she got a hit. A man named Dexter Hunt. Looking through his rather short biography, there were notes at the bottom, and one read, “Bought Greek island, Volinos?? Source: J.C. Schwarzman.”

      Dexter Hunt, she could see, had not made it onto the list of the world’s richest people, simply because the magazine’s researchers couldn’t verify his assets enough to confidently include him. He was one of the many men and a few women who were contenders for the list, but remained off of it.

      Hunt was a hedge fund manager, and hedge fund managers were notoriously difficult to value, given that a hedge funds assets weren’t public. It was fairly easy to value someone like, say, Elon Musk, as the majority of his wealth was due to a public company, Tesla. For the most part, one need only do some math—the amount of shares Musk owned (also public information) multiplied by the price of the shares. Naturally, it was a tad more complex than that, but not by much.

      Dexter Hunt had been the chairman of Hunt Management for 24 years. He was 45 years old. He was divorced. He had no children.

      He was in the database not only because one of the magazine’s regular sources, J.C. Schwarzman (himself a money manager) suggested that he might be a good candidate for the list, but also Dexter Hunt had several times made the news as he was one of the lead investors in a private space exploration company, Dex-X. He’d already launched himself into high Earth orbit via capsule and was planning to break Apollo 13’s miles-from-Earth record. A man who had enough money to spend it on adventures outside of this planet was a good candidate for being one of the richest people on it.

      It was a small lead on the “rich man” who might own Volinos, where Ruby could be headed, but it was hardly definitive proof. Wealthy got tips all of the time and plenty of them turned out to be false. Maddie had no idea who had put the tip about Volinos into Hunt’s file.

      Whomever logged into the database could be identified by their name and a date stamp but individual notations couldn’t be traced unless the writer added their name and this one hadn’t.

      Maddie shook her head. Between Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, and Richard Branson, she had no idea why billionaires had such a preoccupation with space. Perhaps Earth had proven too easy for them to conquer.
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      The next day, Maddie took a ferry to the island’s most glorified beach—Kalaria. The remote beach was accessible only by a small boat that went twice a day. The beach was utterly pristine, thanks to being unreachable by car or scooter. It had none of the staples of some of the other “organized” beaches—costly umbrellas and beach chairs, a nearby taverna or food hut. 

      The ferry took about an hour to get to the beach from Kyrie’s main port, right outside of the Kastro, then anchored. Three hours later, it would depart. If you missed it, you had to wait several hours for its next appearance. If you missed it again, you were stuck there all night.

      After a swim, Maddie sat on her folded beach towel. The beach, with its white candy pebbles, was too uncomfortable for her to lay the towel flat. The glossy, iridescent water showed straight through to the white pebbles, causing glittery, silvery prongs of light to sparkle along the surface. The prettiest, most unusual water she’d ever seen. 

      The beach cove was protected by a perpendicular, soft-white, limestone bluff, on which she could hear baby goats bleating mournfully. Gulls and falcons swooped and cawed.

      She’d walked away from the other tourists, who had made a beeline for the northern shore’s most famous photo-op: a rock bridge that curved naturally over the water. The scene was stunningly picturesque, but Maddie couldn’t stop ruminating on the girl and what Elias had told her about the “orgy island.”

      Could Maddie really have happened to run into a young girl being trafficked to a private island owned by an obscenely wealthy man? But she also knew she was piecing together vague observations into the most sinister scenario. 

      And she had a good idea why she’d do something like that.

      It was now late afternoon as Maddie had taken the second boat, but the sun was still strong, especially as the beach contained no shade. Getting hot again, she took another swim, treading water as she stared up at the bluff, watching white and brown goats, no bigger than thimbles from her perspective, weave their way along its craggy valleys, bleating in a sad tone that made her wonder if they were lost. But they couldn’t be lost. They lived there. She couldn’t imagine how they managed to keep their balance and not tumble off the sheer drop.

      Then she noticed a house atop the bluff, the only one she could see. It was a traditional cuboid white-washed home with blue shutters and Mediterranean style archways on a large terrace that jutted out over the limestone cliff.

      As the area seemed so remote, she had no idea how the house had even been built. There must be a road somewhere on the other side. 

      A young woman walked along the home’s bright white terrace; its wall hung with the island’s ubiquitous magenta bougainvillea. Maddie’s pulse jarred awake from its lazy swim. The young woman turned towards the sea. Her hair was long and rusty-blonde—wheat colored. She was pale, thin, and young.

      Maddie couldn’t believe her eyes. She was almost certain she was looking at Doris/Ruby. Quickly, she paddled through the water, bringing herself to the shore. White pebbles poked painfully into her bare feet and she wobbled her way to her towel making ouch gasps. From this angle, she could no longer see the girl or the home’s terrace, only its peaked orange-tiled roof.

      She spun her towel around her wet, bikini-clad body, looking for a way to get up to the house, and finally spotted what appeared to be a thin foot trail snaking up the bluff. She pulled on her cut-offs, a sleeveless t-shirt with the name of her local yoga studio on it, and her flip-flops—hardly ideal footwear for a trek up what was essentially an almost perpendicular mountain.

      The sun continued to relentlessly beat down, and she dug into her backpack for her floppy hat, then jammed it over her head, her thick auburn hair in a low ponytail.

      About 15 minutes later, she was almost at the top of the bluff, and she could see the white-washed house towards her right. At least thirty feet below it, Maddie stood panting and surveilling the area, but there seemed no way for her to get to the front of the house. The foot trail had disappeared into thick
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