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Thick leaves and roots from the jungle underbrush slow my pursuit. I duck and shove at low-hanging branches in an effort to follow her screams for help. Another pain-laced shriek echoes through the darkness, but this time it’s my name she calls. It turns to begging as I grow closer to the source. 

I can’t see her, can’t find her. Frantic, I shove harder against the thick plants, pushing my body to the breaking point. I’m so close. I can feel her, smell her. 

Something sharp slices through my leg, sending pulses of pain up my thigh. My knees slam into the moist dirt. Now the screams cutting through the thick, humid air are my own. 

I scream out her name and beg into the dark for someone to save her. To save me. 

But no one answers.

No one comes.
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Nash

Today

Wide-eyed I jolt up, making my hungover-as-hell head throb, and visibly scour every inch of the room, searching for the source of what woke me. The cool morning air brushes against my sweat-damp skin, goose bumps flare down my arms and up the back of my neck.

Fuck. What time is it? 

I shield my burning eyes with my right hand from the few bright rays of morning sun pouring through the east-facing window. 

Coming up empty on any visible threats, I whisper a quick prayer that it wasn't my own scream that pulled me from the reoccurring nightmare. Wouldn't be the first time.

Or the last, I suppose, if recent history is any indication.

The mattress molds against my back and shoulders as I collapse back and hold my head between my hands. 

Shit, how much did I drink last night? 

My cell phone, which I must have discarded sometime in my drunken stupor, vibrates insistently against the dark hardwood floor. Peeling a hand from my eyes, I squint into the brightness, testing to see how debilitating this hangover really is. When the light doesn't singe my eyeballs, I lean across the bed and stretch for the still vibrating phone. But I’m stopped when a big, black, wet nose presses against my cheek and a soft tongue licks up my neck.

"Good morning to you too. Fair warning, you might get drunk just by licking me," I say to the dog with as much of a smile as I can muster these days while scratching behind both floppy ears. 

The pang of jealousy at the happy and content look on his face reminds me of how utterly pathetic I am nowadays. Pushing him aside, I lean against the edge of the bed to reach the still- vibrating phone when my stomach rolls, readying to extract all last night’s cheap beer. Aborting the cell phone mission, I slowly maneuver back into a prone position and drag a blanket over my head.

But the darkness, confined space, and warm humid air from my stale breath send me right back to the place I’m trying to forget. Three seconds, maybe five, under the damn blanket and I rip it off, allowing it to fall to the floor. Damn. This new, not improved version of Nash Bartley is fucking pathetic. 

Not that it matters. 

These days nothing matters, because I survived and she didn’t.   

The dog's nails click against the floor as he paces the room, stopping every once in a while to stare in my direction, almost looking worried. That ridiculous thought makes me laugh. Not a real laugh, but a harsh, incredulous huff. I haven't had a real laugh since Africa, which has to be ass-backward considering the conditions we were in. 

Soft, curly fur brushes against my bare chest, and big chocolate brown eyes stare up with unconditional love swirling within. Maybe he does understand what’s going on; animals do have a sixth sense about stuff like this. And the way he’s staring up with worry in his eyes, I have to believe he knows I need help. 

So it's come to this. Even a dog knows I need help.

Great.

The vibrating resumes from the floor, pulling my attention from the soul-searching eyes of the gray goldendoodle who's now attempting to inch his eighty-pound body onto the bed. With a loving pat, I push him off and grunt as I lean over, trying not to bend at the waist too much in case the hangover nausea makes a comeback, and snatch the phone off the floor. After a quick glance at the screen, I flop back on the bed and use a spare pillow to cover my face, leaving the rest of my naked body to feel the gentle breeze from the overhead fan.

"Hello," I mumble under the pillow. 

"You sound like shit," Drake says on the other end of the line. "Get your ass out of bed. You have work to do."

Work?

Fuck him. He damn well knows I'm still out on medical leave. The fucker does own the company, after all.  

"Can't. Still recovering, boss." Letting the pillow fall to the side, I toss my legs over the side of the bed and grip my pounding head with my free hand. "Hell, it feels like I took a bullet to the brain yesterday. That counts for something, right?"

"You have fifteen minutes. Raider and Tex are on their way. They’ll fill you in on the details." Silence from his end stretches, creating uncertain tension. "Nash." Shit. If he's using my name, this can't be good. Then he says it. The three words I've dreaded and hoped for since failing her that final day. Our last day together.

"We found her."

I squeeze my eyes shut to focus solely on those words. ‘We found her.’ My chest heaves with each deep breath in an attempt to keep the room from spinning around me.

The phone slips from my tight grip as I grate out, "It's been months. What does that even mean?" A gut-wrenching pain that makes you cry out to any deity to make it stop mixes with deep relief, ebbing and flowing until I can’t decipher which is which. 

"You'll get the details from Raider. Now get your sorry, lazy ass out of bed, Snowflake. Take a shower. Drink a fucking cup of coffee. Do whatever you need to do, but be ready in fourteen minutes." 

The deafening silence from the other end has me pulling the phone from my ear only to stare at the blank screen. 

Shower? 

Coffee? 

Fuck no. 

I need to get hammered all over again. Maybe then whatever story Raider is on his way to tell will be easier to hear. 

Still staring unfocused at the phone, an unwelcome thought jumps in. If Drake sent someone, in person, it must be so terrible—horrific, even—that they're nervous about what I'll do, to the house or maybe to myself. I can't blame them. I'd be cautious too. I'm a fucking ticking time bomb.

How could I not be at this point? I can't sleep. When I do, dreams like earlier yank me awake. Every night the sheets are wet with cold sweat. Every night I jolt awake, terrified. Then when reality sets in, so does the hate, revulsion, and depression. Because when I wake up safe in this nice bed, fancy-ass house,  I'm smacked in the face with the reminder that I got out. I'm alive. 

And she isn't. 

At least every night I pray she's not. It's the merciful thing to pray for in the fucked-up situation we found ourselves in several months ago. Believing she’s dead, out of pain and away from the bastards she gave herself over to, is the only thing which keeps me from putting a damn gun in my mouth. 

Not that I haven't thought about it. But every time I get too far away, too deep in my own misery, the memory of her laugh or her soft whispers in the night pull me toward... hope. 

Drake’s words run on a loop, chasing me around the room as I stagger to the bathroom in search of Tylenol. It's only when I'm staring at my own reflection, at the hollow brown eyes, shaggy beard, long greasy hair, and greenish-tinted skin, that I realize even though I’m physically here, I’m not mentally. No, mentally I'm still stuck in that damn shack in Africa, lying on the ground, bleeding out and unable to help save her. 

Failing her. Because that’s what it amounts to. I failed her in every way possible, and I’m left here to deal with the aftermath of my failure. My self-imposed purgatory. 

But today. Today I'll get the answers that will, hopefully, help me move on. 

Answers.

After four damn months.

Finally, I'll have some answers.

**
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FOURTEEN MINUTES LATER, an echoing beep sounds through the first floor of the house, signaling a perimeter breach. Of course they’re here right on time. Drake times everything to the nanosecond, and so do his men. Well, everyone except me. I tried in the Army, but the whole idea of life being dictated by the clock was never a way I wanted to live. 

I glance out the bedroom window and watch two black Suburbans make their way up the gravel drive. Drake never laid concrete, the gravel ensuring if the perimeter alarm had failed, or been disarmed, an approaching car could still be detected. Paranoid bastard. He has his reasons; you don't build a successful company like his without making a few—hundred—powerful enemies. 

Striding across the bedroom, I finish buttoning the fly on my dirty dark-wash jeans. Before heading out to meet my unwanted company, I snatch an old concert T-shirt off the floor and give it a sniff. I sneer in disgust. But hey, maybe if the smell is too stank, they'll dish out the news and then leave. It's worth a try.

I pull my dark hair up in a tight bun and toss a new rawhide to the bouncing dog. Hopefully it’ll keep him from chewing on another tennis shoe. 

Damn dog. More trouble than he's worth. 

Instantly regretting the thought, I give him a good scratch behind the ears and shut the door behind me. 

By the time Raider and Tex step out of the first black SUV, I'm leaning against a wooden porch post, waiting. 

My gaze bounces between the two as they continue their approach. 

"Raider, Tex," I say, then look to the other SUV to see who’s inside, but no one steps out. "You two look good. Really good. Are those new sunglasses?" Human contact outside family has been scarce lately, making my small talk sound forced. I swipe my sweaty palms down my jeans in case they want to shake. 

They shoot an unreadable look to the other, then stare back to me.

Raider’s the first to take a step closer, removing his new sunglasses so I can see his disapproving glare. "You look like hell. When was the last time you showered? Or shaved?"

"Beards are in," I say with a shrug, feeling anything but casual. 

"Not in our line of work. Shave it off."

"I'm not working, remember? Still on leave. Speaking of, do you think I should write a formal thank-you note to Drake for letting me hang here until I'm fully recovered? Maybe some pretty pink stationery. He'd like that. For something as secure as Fort Knox, it's pretty homey. I've made a few of my own—"

Tex moves a step closer. My teeth grind back and forth at the pity-laced stare he levels my way. "No one blames you, Snowflake."

I grit my teeth so hard they might shatter under the pressure. "Blames me for what, Tex?"

"For holing up here. For tapping out. Fuck, the condition we found you in—"

Nope. Not going down that road. 

Not sober, at least.

"Just tell me what you came to say and leave. I have a case of beer waiting for me."

After a quick exchanged glance, they both stomp up the wooden stairs and walk past me into the house. 

As I follow them in, I take a deep breath to control my rising fury. "Seriously, guys, you—"

"This place is a pigsty, you damn idiot. Fuck, what is that smell." Both men sniff in varying directions before scowling at me. "Did something die under the house, or is that just you?" Raider continues. "I'll call someone to get this place cleaned up. Today." He runs a finger along the dust-layered stone mantel and cringes. "No wonder the Army kicked your ass out."

Enough stalling.

I cross the room and grip his shoulder to turn him so he’s facing me straight on. "Just. Tell. Me. I need to know. After this long, I deserve to know."

Raider’s Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, then clears his throat. "We found her. We think. Based on the fingerprints—"

"How long?" I rasp. My grip on his shoulder is near bone-crushing but he doesn't flinch, doesn't say a word. "How long has she been dead?"

In my periphery, I notice Tex casually move to the front door and turn, almost like he's standing guard. 

Fuck. Fuck.

The world swirls, the room blurs in my vision. All the cheap beer from last night fights its way up my throat.

"Snowflake. She ain't dead."

And just like that, everything stills. Every hope I had of her being safe shatters, and what little light I had left in my soul snuffs out, making everything inside me go dark and quiet.

I failed her. In every possible way, I failed her. My prayers of mercy have gone unanswered, and she's been living hell on earth while I've been here. Fucking recovering in this fancy house. Safe. 

My blood boils. Disgust at myself builds, shutting off air supply to my lungs. In the distance, car doors slam shut and gravel crunches under several sets of feet. 

"Snowflake," Raider shouts, giving me a good jostle to pull me out of my downward spiral. "Look at me, damnit. Don't you pass out on me."

It's only when my eyes lock back with his that he finishes what he came to say.

"She ain't dead. She's here."  
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Chapter 2
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Fate

Before

“Hey, Mom,” I say into my two-in-one earbuds as I run Dobby up the stairs after his potty break. 

Shit, I’m late. 

“Am I a good mom?”

I lean against the closed door of my apartment and shut my eyes. These anxiety attacks seem to be closer and closer together recently.

“Of course you are, Mom. You fed us, always made sure we were safe and had a good place to live. We were happy, you know. We know you did your best.”

Silence on the other end tells me this won’t be a quick convo. There’s no hope to getting to work on time. “Come on, Mom, what’s up?”

Her shaky sigh hurts my heart. She really did everything she could as a single mom for Destiny and me.

“I just feel like I’m losing you both. After you moved out—”

“I’m twenty-seven, Mom. I needed to move out.”

“I just don’t see you enough, and I know Destiny misses you too. You should come by more, or maybe move back—”

“Listen, Mom, I gotta—”

“Right, sorry. I’m keeping you. I need to go back in too, just wanted to call on my break. They have me pulling a double here at the hospital. Lots of laundry today apparently, so I won’t be home for a while. Will you check on your sister?”

Damn. Another double. At her age the labor-intensive jobs she takes on can’t be good, and no doubt she’ll allow them to work her through the rest of her breaks just to stay in their good graces.

“Did you bring anything to eat? Snacks or anything?” No way she’ll fork over the kind of money required for the shitty hospital food if she didn’t.

“I’ll be fine, Fate.”

“Mom. Answer me.”

“No, but I’ll—”

“I’ll be there in twenty and leave something for you with Janice at the front desk. You need to eat, Mom. You work too hard as it is. No need to do it all on an empty stomach.”

“Thanks, sweetheart. I don’t know what Destiny or I would do without you watching out for us.”

Good thing they’ll never have to find out. 

Ending the call, I flip to my texts.


Me: Hey, hey, hey. Mom wanted me to check in. Everything copasetic in your realm?

Baby Sis: OMG she has to stop.

Baby Sis: I think it’s getting worse.

Baby Sis: I wonder if I’m part of the problem. Knowing she still has one mouth to feed.

Me: Shut your mouth. She’s just... IDK. I think she needs to go to the doc or talk to someone. Not that any of my persuading has done any good recently.

Me: How’s school?

Baby Sis: Good. Slow. Senior year, people blow off most of their classes.

Me: But you’re not, right? I will whoop your ass all the way to Dallas.

Baby Sis: Wow. Slow down there, ghetto superstar. I’m going to class. 

Baby Sis: I know what you’ve done to get me here.

Baby Sis: But don’t you ever want more?

Me: You’re about to get more in college. 

Me: Well not GET more. I mean more experiences.

Me: Not sex.

Me: Don’t have sex. I’m not encouraging this extracurricular activity.

Baby Sis: But you keep pushing me to get out more...

Baby Sis: Kidding. Don’t have a heart attack. 

Baby Sis: Have you met anyone recently? Didn’t you start a new job? Anyone cute there?

Me: I’ll worry about that later. You know me, I’m not that easy to get to know. In person, that is.

Baby Sis: I wish you could meet someone. Someone who makes you want more. Maybe a life away from just supporting me and Mom.

Me: Maybe. Haven’t met anyone yet, so I guess Prince Charming is still out there wandering the ancient woods in search of me.

Baby Sis: You read way too many books.

Me: They have happy endings. Sue me.

Baby Sis: We’ll both find ours!

Baby Sis: Teacher is glaring at me. Gotta go. Love you.

Baby Sis: Like really love you. 

Me: I really love you too. Dinner soon?



With a brown bag packed with a Lunchable, chips, and a questionable apple, I give Dobby one last pat and head out the door.

**
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THIS CAN'T BE GOOD.

I ease into the lone unoccupied chair in the office and shove my anxious hands into the side pockets of my unicorn print hoodie to keep them still.

"We need to talk," says a deep voice that echoes in the small, white-walled office. “Do you know why I called you in here?”

A rogue pastel pink lock of hair brushes my cheek as I shake my head anxiously at my current boss. I say current because this is the second job I've had this year.

It's March.

"Um, no," I mumble, looking everywhere other than the man sitting behind the only decent desk this company owns. And that's not saying a whole lot. Start-ups like this one sound glamorous to everyone except for those who actually work in one. They're all the same—high dreams, low budgets. 

"You've been late twice this week," he states in a tone that suggests he's annoyed. But why is he making a big deal out of two days? Yesterday I had to help Mom, and today... well, I mean come on. I'm a programmer, which means I show up late, dressed in the same jeans and T-shirt from the day before. And, maybe too often, the day before that. 

“Okay....”

Now clearly annoyed, he says, "Fate. It's Tuesday."

Oh shit. 

Whoops.

I glance down at my watch and cringe at the first number being a twelve. Warmth spreads from my chest, up my neck and creeps to my cheeks. He's going to fire me. I can't get fired. I can't. 

"But...." I shake my head, trying to come up with an excuse I haven’t used before, but none come to mind. "I'm getting everything done, aren't I?" A slight panic builds in my chest, making my pulse quicken. "I'm at least getting more done than the other two out there. Why does it matter when I show up?"

With an exasperated sigh, he slouches back in his chair. Massaging his temples with the tips of his fingers, he says, "That's why we're having this conversation instead of me firing your ass. You can't show up when you want just because you know you’re the best programmer we have. The others look to you for standards, in both their coding and work ethic. If you do it, they do it. And I can't have everyone coming in at noon."

"Eleven?" I say with a hopeful smile. I’m not a morning person.

"Eight."

"How about ten and a two-hour lunch?"

"This isn't a negotiation, Fate. Eight o'clock is our start time. Be here, or this conversation will be very different the next time I call you into my office."

"Fine, nine," I mumble and tuck my glitter-covered Converse under the uncomfortable plastic chair. This start-up is worse than the last one. At least the other company splurged for Ikea furniture instead of looking for anything on clearance at Walmart like this one. 

But it's a job, and a decent-paying one at that. The consulting gig for the FBI at night pays great, but I need more. Lots more. Who knew college was so damn expensive. And then there's helping Mom. We never talk about the cash-stuffed envelope I leave in her purse once a month, not that I want to. She never complained when we were growing up. She would be dog tired but still got up to work a second job just to put food on our plates. 

Looking up from a chipped blue nail I've now made worse by picking at the edges, I find him staring. "Okay, I get it. And I’m sorry, really. I’ll be here on time from now on, " I say, hoping to convince myself that my own words are true. I’m a hard worker, always have been, but being on time for anything has always been a struggle.  

Pale, hairy arms press against the edge of the desk as he leans forward with a smirk. "I took a chance on you. Don't make me regret it."

Internally I roll my eyes. Of course he's bringing that up. Taking a chance on me, my ass. Just because I don't have a stupid piece of paper showing I graduated high school, people think they’re 'taking a chance' on the underprivileged girl. It was over ten years ago. Get. Over. It. I know I have. And I've done pretty well without it, so... moving on.

With a sigh, I break his stare to look out the window into the dreary Fort Worth sky. I should alter the school system records, give myself the damn diploma just so this scarlet letter can be ripped from my chest, but it always seems to get pushed to the bottom of the to-do list. 

Destiny. Mom. Mac. Work. There isn't enough time in the day for all that and squeezing in anything for me. Things were a little easier when Mom took better care of herself, but now instead of just taking care of Destiny, I have to monitor her too.

The boss clears his throat, bringing my wandering attention back to him. "On time from now on." He rakes a lingering gaze over me, starting at my loose pink buns, down to my lip ring before going lower and pausing, sending my stomach rolling at the new predatory gleam in his eyes. I fight the urge to zip up my hoodie. "If not, maybe we can work out other ways for you to make up lost time."

The room heats, making the flush from earlier flare again. Damn my fair skin. Hopefully he doesn't take my blushing as a sign of attraction. If I were stronger, I’d tell him off right now, but like everything else, I’m not that great face-to-face. Online, I’d give him hell, but I’m not, so instead I ignore it. 

"I'll just be—" I push out of the stupid plastic chair with shaky arms but only get halfway before he speaks up again. Slowly I lower myself back down.

"Do you have a boyfriend?" 

This time I don't stop my hands from gripping both zippered edges of my hoodie and tugging it tighter around my small chest to provide an extra layer against his leering. 

"Yeah... yes, I do." I lean forward to pull the cell phone from the back pocket of my jeans, scrolling through the pictures before turning the phone so he can see the screen. "This is him, my boyfriend." Which is a lie, but this picture of Mac’s strong, dark arms wrapped around my shoulders smiling at me while I smile at the camera will no doubt put an end to this conversation. "Cute, right? He's FBI," I toss in for good measure, which isn't a lie. 

This jackass doesn't need to know Mac is twenty years older than me, even though he doesn't look it, and more my mentor than boyfriend. 

I release the breath I was holding at the curl of my boss’s lip as he takes in the picture. Without another word, he angles his head to the door and motions with his hand for me to leave his presence. 

Finally.

As soon as the door clicks closed, I take a deep, steady breath in and slump against the wall. Frustrated tears build, at him and myself, threatening to spill down my cheeks. 

No. Not here. 

Hell. 

Staring up to the ceiling, I attempt to rein in my emotions.

Calm down. He didn't fire you. You’re good. 

Clearing my throat of the unshed tears, I shuffle down the empty rows of basic wooden desks toward my station. 

**
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IT'S LATE EVENING WHEN I'm finally done with normal work and finishing dinner. Careful to get all the pizza grease off, I scrub each finger clean and toss the used wet wipe toward the overflowing trash can in the corner of my bedroom. As I stare at the two screens, the gentle hum of the tower and the heat pouring against my chilled bare legs have all the stress from the day, every drop of anxiety, dissolving. In here, online, is where I’m comfortable, where I belong and I'm in control. 

I'm queen. 

The confidence I lack socially is made up tenfold in here. If only things were as straightforward and simple as computers, maybe the world would be a better place. 

A quick crack of my neck, a long sip of milk through my strawberry Twizzler, and I text Mac to let him know I’m ready to begin.


Me: Ready when you are.

Mac: How was your day?

Me: Meh. Filled with interactions I wish I didn't have to endure. I wish I could wear a shirt that says ‘Careful: Introvert Enclosed.’ Maybe then people would understand I don’t hate them.  

Mac: I'm so glad you got a dog.

Mac: Instead of a cat.

Mac: Or I'd worry you were turning into an old cat lady at twenty-seven.

Me: Hit me. Come on, I need a challenge after this basic day.

Mac: Okay. Added a new layer of security with a few trapdoors. Get through them and find the file with your name on it. Open it and see if you can break the encryption. You have ten minutes.



A thrill shoots through my veins as my fingers fly across the keyboard. Every night, when I'm not working for him, we go through these various training exercises to hone my hacking skills. It's been going on for years now. He says it’s for him, since I consult on his team when needed, but I know he's doing it for me. That's the kind of guy he is. From that first day he barged into my life, I knew my well-being, my growth, were the only things he wanted from me. 

Done. 

I smirk at the clock. Seven minutes.


Me: Make it challenging next time. 

Mac: Well done, grasshopper.

Me: Learned from the best.

Mac: Learning. Lots more to learn. 

Me: What's next?

Mac: Your toughest challenge yet.

Me: Just tell me! Dying over here. Plenty of caffeine handy to get me through the night. But I can't be up too late, need to be at work by eight. The creepy boss said so.

Mac: What do you mean creepy?

Me: Ogling creepy, not touchy creepy. Well, he did mention we could come up with a way for me to make up lost hours for coming in late.

Mac: Fate, please tell me this is something you read recently and not real life.

Me: It does sound like a book, right? The start of some kind of romantic suspense where the boyfriend—which would be you, I guess, in this case—would swoop in and protect the pretty damsel in distress.

Mac: Who do I need to do the swooping on?

Me: Can it. This isn’t a book, and I don’t need saving. It’ll be fine. And if things go any further, I’ll blackmail him. It’s cool.

Mac: What the hell? Blackmail him with what?

Me: IDK. I’m sure someone like him is doing something seedy. You know me, I can find anything online. Anyway, get back to the next task. You said it was challenging.

Mac: Okay, go to Google.

Me: Seriously? Google? Like basic people's search engine? No dark web searching, no digging, no breaking into Amtrak to help them stay on schedule?

Mac: Google.

Me: Fine. Hey, it's pretty here.

Mac: Type in...

Mac: GED

Me: Seriously.

Mac: Hey! Did you just shut my lights off?



My smile hurts my cheeks it’s so big.


Me: That's what you get for pissing me off and having a smart house.

Mac: Well done. But seriously, you need to get it, Fate. Then start working on your bachelor’s. I want to bring you on full time here, but you have to get that first.

Me: I will. Once Destiny is out of school. Right now I'm focused on her graduating and getting into a good school. She deserves it. Deserves a chance.

Mac: So. Do. You.

Mac: Are you ever going to put what’s best for you before them?



He might be right, but Destiny is my little sister. She comes first. I want more for her than I want for myself. She's my best friend and might be the only one who understands and accepts the real me. With Mom working two jobs most our lives, it left just us two most days. We would go days without seeing Mom so, with me being eight years older, I stepped in to fill the parenting gap. Which was a learning curve for sure.

Though I never minded. Maybe because it gave me an excuse to not hang out after school or be forced to participate in anything outside normal school hours. 

Unfortunately, Destiny’s followed in my introvert footsteps, being more of a homebody than getting out and enjoying life. I don't really press it since I understand the preference of being alone and reading over going out. 

But sometimes I wonder if it's really her, or if she does it for me.


Mac: No more training tonight. I need your help. My guys are busy with another case, and something urgent just landed on my desk. Do you have time?

Me: Of course, you know I'll always help you. 

Mac: I know, but I hate you seeing it all. Knowing what people are capable of. If it ever gets to be too much, let me know, okay? I can move you out of this division of the cyber group.



He's right. It's not ideal, but putting away the men and women who prey on underage kids is where I’m destined to be. No way in hell am I walking away from this. Yes, there’s some guilt mixed in due to past mistakes, but ultimately it’s about me making a difference. 

With Mac’s team, I change the world one life at a time. Here, as strange as it sounds, I'm happy.


Me: Trying to get rid of me?

Mac: Never. You and me, kid. We’re in this together.

Me: Okay, old man.

Mac: I'll send you the file over the secure network. Expect it within the hour.



The phone slips to my lap as I reach for the half-full two-liter Coke bottle on the nightstand. 

Movement in the corner catches my eye as I guzzle the needed amount of caffeine to get through the next couple hours. Dobby twitches like he's chasing something in a dream. His little growls and snores the most adorable and comforting sounds ever. But tonight it’s not enough to relieve the feeling I’m missing something. With a sigh, I push off the edge of the desk. The room spins as I twirl in my chair, staring at the same spot on the ceiling. 

Something isn’t right. But the harder I try to pinpoint the cause, the more the unease in my stomach grows. 
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Chapter 3
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Fate

Before


Me: Good morning, sunshine!

Me: Haven't heard from you in a few days, just wanted to check in.

Me: How's school going?

Me: Only a few more months! EEP!

Me: Hey. Stop being rude. Respond to your sister.



I swipe the black liquid eyeliner across my lid, spreading the edges past my eye for the perfect winged look, and watch as seconds turn into minutes with no reply from Destiny. I move to my hair, my eyes never leaving the phone resting on the sink as I toss the two pink sections into messy buns.

The tenth time I press the Home button, just to make sure I didn't accidentally miss a text, twenty minutes has passed and I'm pacing the room. With each turn through the small living room, Dobby hot on my heels, worry grows, causing a slight panic that sends my heart into palpitations. 

Something is wrong. She always responds, even when in class. She knows I worry like a mom. 


Me: Okay, I'm starting to freak out. Maybe I should come up to school.

Me: Seriously, Destiny, write me back. Now.

Me: I think I'm going to puke. Destiny. Answer me.

Me: I'm going to track your phone if you don't write back now.

Me: What in the hell are you doing at home? Are you sick?

Me: Answer me.



Hands trembling, I flip to a new text string.


Me: Is Destiny sick?

Mom: Not sure, honey, I've been on back-to-back doubles. We've been missing each other the past couple of days. Is she sick?

Me: That's what I'm asking you. She's not responding to my texts, and her phone says she's at home.

Mom: That's odd. I didn't see her when I left a few minutes ago. I just assumed she'd already left for school.

Me: Fuck, Mom. I’m trying here, but I’m not there all the time anymore. I need your help keeping track of her. You are her real mom, after all.

Mom: Yes, I know.



Not taking the time to overanalyze the angry, uncalled-for text I sent Mom, I shove the phone into my back pocket and rush out the door with barely enough time to get a new rawhide to Dobby before it slammed shut. My fingers tremble as I zip up my Strawberry Shortcake hoodie to protect me from the cold drizzle. 

The two miles to Mom’s seems like a hundred as my legs pedal faster and faster. Halfway there, the drizzle turns to sleet, the sharp ice pellets like needles pricking my numb cheeks. My fingers tingle and burn as they grip the handlebars in the elements. 

The bike never slows as I reach Mom's building; I simply hop off mid-pedal, allowing it to slam into the brick as I bound up the three flights of stairs to their apartment. Numb fingers and trembling hands make it challenging to slide the key into the lock, but a few curses later, the lock clicks open and I shoulder through the door.

"Destiny," I shout through wheezing breaths. Cardio has never been a top priority. "Destiny, get your ass out here. I don't give a fuck if you're on your deathbed."

Darkness swallows my shouts. Blinds down and curtains pulled tight, just the way Mom likes it when she needs to sleep after a graveyard shift. As I barrel toward Destiny's room, my hip nails a side table, sending a thrift store lamp crashing to the ground.

I flip the light switch in her room. Now my heavy breaths are from what I don't find.

No. No. No.

Warm tears stream down my face as I search the empty room. The perfectly made bed. The organized closet still filled with her clothes. The still-full dresser.

Everything is here except her.

"Where are you?" I cry and press the Call button. As the line rings in my ear, a slight vibration has me searching around the room, trying to find where the phone is hiding. I press Call again and stand still, listening, focusing on which direction to go. 

There.

Decorative pillows fly through the air as I tear apart her bed. Then I find it. There’s no controlling my sobs as I withdraw the almost-dead phone and the folded piece of paper it was on top of from under the covers. 

I stare at the paper, my name written on the front in her handwriting blurring in my tear-filled eyes. 

"What have you done, Destiny?" I whisper as I close my eyes and clutch the yellow paper to my heart. "Where are you?"

It takes a couple tries to open the paper without ripping it, but when I do, I wish it’d taken longer. Because now my life will never be as it was two seconds ago.

Fate,

I love you. Never forget that. 

What we have goes beyond the normal sister relationship, past family. I can’t explain it, but I know you did the best you could. You and Mom both did. I’ll never forget those nights you stayed up checking my fever or sitting on the tub when I was home sick with a stomach bug. All the nights we lay awake giggling in bed at what our future held for us, how we hoped our white knight would rescue us from our tiny apartment and we would live happily ever after. I miss those nights. I miss you being around. It’s gotten lonely without you here and Mom being gone as much as she is. But I know you needed to move on, get on with your life. I mean, what twenty-seven-year-old wants to live with her mom and baby sister, right?

What’s crazy is all those nights we stayed up dreaming of our white knight seemed to be more of a wish than a dream. Because I found him. Well, he found me, or we found each other. He wants to take care of me forever, Fate. He loves me. I finally found a home and what I'm destined for. 

Don't blame yourself. I chose this, and I'm so excited. The adventures that await me! Oh, I wish you could come too. The only thing I'm sad about is not seeing you again or getting to say goodbye. But he said I had to cut all ties, that it was easier this way. I understand and want to obey each of his requests. Be excited for me. 

And I’m sorry I’ve been keeping this from you, that I’ve lied to you for so long. Don’t be mad, please. I really shouldn’t be leaving this note since he wanted everything just between us, but I couldn’t just leave you. 

I love you. Tell Mom I love her too.

But don't tell her I love you more.

Find someone who loves you this much. You deserve to be happy too. 

I'll write when I can, if I can. 

EEK! So excited!

Love,

Destiny

The world stills. Time stops.  

I crumple the paper in a tight fist. 

Normal breathing turns difficult. The wheezing of each of my labored breaths fills the silent room. 

Where do I start? What do I do?

Nothing. Not a single thought, plan or notion enters my mind. There’s nothing but a jumbled mess of emotions and tears. A thought pops through. I can’t think clearly, but I know who can.

"Fate," Mac says on the other end of the line, confusion and worry in his voice. "Why are you—"

"I need help," I squeak. "I don't... she's gone." My knees hit the floor as I slip off her bed. Sobs rack my body as I try to tell him what's happened, but all I can do is gulp down enough air to stay conscious.

"Where are you?" In the background comes the jingling of keys and a door slamming.

"My mom’s. Where is she? Where is she?"

"Who, Fate? Who!"

"Destiny," I scream, but the crack in my voice makes it barely a whisper. "Destiny. Where is she?"

"I'm coming there. Don't move. I'm coming. If anyone can find her, it's us. It’ll be okay. I'm coming for you."

He's still talking when the phone slips from my hands and thumps on the worn carpet. The room seems to spin, her life, her things rotating around me, laughing and taunting. 

I flatten out the note and read it again, this time scrutinizing every word. The handwriting is hers. The excitement is hers. But the verbiage, the presentation of how her life will be with this stranger, is one I've seen before. The promise of a better life, of love and not being able to say goodbye are typical tactics of predators luring unknowing victims to a life completely opposite of the one they promise. 

Even after all I’ve seen, I don’t understand how the victims could fall for it, but they do. The person so good at their evil craft, the lies spun so beautifully that their victims have no idea of the trap that’s been set specifically for them.

Bile rises in my throat at the images of her being subjected to the type of cruelty the men I've spent the last few years capturing are capable of.

Anger builds, replacing the worry and sadness. 

Deep hate and anger at the person who took advantage of a lonely high school girl.

The tears cease. 

The room stops spinning.

With a calm hand, I grab her favorite stuffed animal from the floor. In this moment, just me in the quiet of her room, I vow to the stuffed Olaf in my hands that I'll get her back, that she will come home. And then whoever did this, whoever convinced my sweet, innocent sister to leave, I'll hunt down and make them pay. I have no idea how, but it will happen.

Shoving the oversized snowman against my face, I scream until my lungs bleed and I have no voice left.
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Chapter 4
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Fate

Before

I try, and fail, to suppress a grimace as their loud voices carry through the small conference room. This past year of secluding myself, shutting society out, has made me hypersensitive to noises other than Dobby and the clicking of my keyboard, I guess. 

To my right, some guy argues with someone across the table, who then turns, face flushed, and blames the person beside him. It's kind of entertaining to watch. In my opinion they’re all overreacting, but I could be numb to it all at this point. Either way, I might as well let them bicker amongst themselves for a little longer. Not like I have anything else to do. All I have is time these days. Plus, when they're done fighting with each other, their attention will turn back to me. 

At least they didn’t leave the second I walked through the door. Didn’t think they would, but with the CIA, you never know. The arrogant bastards are conniving and cutthroat—this much I’ve learned the past few months of picking up random contract work for them. It’s been fun seeing this side of government and country relations, but it still leaves me feeling slimy at the end of an assignment.

A few minutes later, their voices quiet. I clear my throat and attempt to make eye contact with a few of the men to gain their attention. 

"When you're ready," I say in a low but firm voice that's taken hours of practice in the mirror to command a crowd like this, "we can finish the conversation."

Someone starts but the conference room door swings open, making him pause. A once-familiar face strides into the room. With the ease of knowing he belongs, Mac slides into the open chair directly across the dark wood conference table from me. Only once he's situated does he look up, locking his light brown eyes with mine. 

My breath catches at the mixture of longing and hurt in his eyes. And for the first time since I found that damn note in Destiny's room, an emotion other than hate fills my heart, making it ache. 

In this moment, the realization hits me smack in the face, and heart. 

I miss my friend.

It's been over a year since I found the note, and he tried his hardest to find her. I don't blame him for us not finding Destiny in time to bring her home. No, I blame myself for that. He was simply a casualty of who I turned into after my life fell apart. A life fueled by revenge and loathing isn't one anyone wants to be around. There’s only so much time and energy a friend can give another before they back away. 

So no, I don't blame him at all. But I am sad that the man sitting across from me, looking a little older and a lot more stressed, is almost a stranger when at one time I would've considered him the father figure I never had. 

One of the CIA guys at the other end of the table speaks up. "Please continue, Miss Haley."

Again I clear my throat, mostly to make sure it doesn't shake through this next part. "As I was saying, I'm putting an end to this. To him. You’ve allowed General Hammar to lure, torture, and kill women unchecked for too long. It's been over six months since I brought this to your attention, and still you’ve done nothing. I'm done waiting on this agency to act. I can't sit back and watch it happen again to someone else’s daughter, sister, friend. This ends now. General Hammar and his cyber lackey are done taking innocent women from this country and wooing them with their lies. I've found his recruiter, and now I'm the one playing the players. But I need your help. I've done the first—"

"What you're thinking of asking isn't going to happen," a large-bellied man down the table says with a raised hand. "We’re not ready to risk agents’ lives to arrest General Hammar and extradite him to the US. That particular part of Africa is in utter turmoil, deemed unsafe by our superiors for our agency to send anyone in, especially someone with government approval, as relations between our two governments are strained. General Hammar has done some grizzly things and he will be held accountable for his crimes, but that will not be any time soon. As we've told you many times before, General Hammar is not at the top of our priority list at this point."

"He's at the top of mine." 

An analyst to my right sucks in a quick breath. No doubt he heard my hiss, can feel the hate now pouring out of me, strengthening my resolve to do this with or without them. 

"I know he’s not at the top of your list,” I reply. “If he were, the meetings I've requested before would’ve been accepted. I also know you don't have anyone expendable, and quite frankly I don't want anyone to get hurt because of my obsession. Which is why you won't, or really can't, send an agent in. I’m going."

A pen across the table clatters against its shiny surface.

The only other woman in the room speaks up, her features set in a grim line and arms crossed over her chest. "Miss Haley, we appreciate and understand your resolve, but we will not send someone like you, not even an agent of any kind, into Africa with the hopes that General Hammar will be there. Plus, there isn't enough time for us to build an online fake profile for you to appear on his recruiter’s radar, much less have enough time to build a strong enough relationship for him to request you to visit him. Hell, we’re only having this meeting because it somehow popped up on all our calendars as required attendance. The answer is no."

To keep them from seeing my smirk, I turn my face down and focus on a faint water spot on the table. Of course they don't understand how it appeared on their calendars. 

Peeking up through my lashes, I find Mac silently beaming with pride. At least he sees it for what it's worth. Hacking into the CIA and manipulating the various calendars wasn't easy. But they’re here and not leaving, which I’d expected. They want to know what I know, especially after my revelation of knowing where General Hammar’s recruiter is located. As much as they want to leave, they’re too curious now to actually walk out. Plus, I’ve assisted most of the people in this office in some way or another over the past few months. Their dirty secrets are my blackmail if I need to take it that far to get what I want. 

The woman leans back in her chair, eyes roaming from my pink hair to my nose ring. "Listen, you want him out of the picture and so do we—when the timing is right. Hand over the information you've gathered on the general, and the other players you alluded to at the beginning of this meeting, and we’ll see it through from here. Help us catch him this way, with our resources—"

"No." 

My curt response makes her bristle. "I'm sure you're aware, Miss Haley, that anything you've collected, all the data you're betting your life on, is property of the US government since you obtained it while contracted with the FBI—"

"And CIA," I add.

The woman’s face reddens. "And us. The data was gathered on government property."

"My own property, actually."

"What?" she practically yells.

"I use my own computers. Yours are outdated and slow. Honestly, how do you people get anything done around here?"

A man in a dark navy suit takes over. "The access you've obtained through the allowed channels and those not"—his accusing glare tells me he must know about the few times I've hacked into their database to gather some needed classified information—"is ours. Give us the data—"

I sneer. Gone is timid, introvert Fate; only the frustrated, angry version of me exists now. "What I’ve gathered is not only from the streams of data you've provided but also from my sister’s personal computer. And with or without the US government’s support, I'm going to Africa to be, what the general believes, his new twenty-year-old virgin bride."

My eyes roll at the virgin part. What is it with guys and wanting a virgin? You'd think they’d value experience, but what do I know. Not like I have a lot of insight into the male psyche.

Shock registers on his face. "You've already—"

"Yes, I've already made contact. I told you. I've been trying to tell you. I know what he wants, and I can be that person. If you would’ve just listened to me months ago, I would’ve told you my plan, but you didn't. Arrangements have been made, and my plane leaves in two weeks to meet my new 'husband.' I'm here asking for help because I can't do this alone. But I've already done the hard part, made contact and played them at their own game." I shrug, faking confidence. "I found an opening and I took it."

"We can stop you," another man shouts from the opposite side of the room. "Take everything you have—"

Looking to Mac, I roll my eyes. "Wrong again. Everything I’ve gathered is loaded on an encrypted program that only I can unlock. If anyone other than me so much as breathes near it, everything will be deleted, never to be seen again. All the information on General Hammar and the bastard he used to lure my sister to Africa will vanish. Are you willing to risk that?" 

Silence fills the room, confirming what I already know. No way these lazy men will be okay with losing all the hard work I've already put into this. 

"So, gentlemen"—my gaze falls on Mac—"are you with me, or will I go into this alone?"

The intensity in Mac’s stare forces me to look away. 

Murmuring begins at the end of the table as they discuss their options, growing louder with each voice adding in their annoyance with the situation. 

Knowing they’ll be at this all
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