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  Early Praise for Not Who She Was



“An absolute pressure-cooker of a novel… Not Who She Was beautifully marries classic law-enforcement procedural elements with mind-bending psychological horror. If you love stories about buried pasts, untrustworthy realities, and intense survival scenarios, Lynn M. Kristopher has written your next obsession.” — Reader Review




“A psychological thriller filled with secrets, deception, and the unsettling feeling that no one is exactly who they appear to be. Just when I thought I had a handle on where the story was going, another layer was peeled back, forcing me to question everything I thought I knew.” — Reader Review





























This novel is dedicated to my dad. I think he probably would have read this one twice too.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Summer, twenty-five years ago




The humid night air wrapped around Special Agent Ted Mitchell like a second skin as he leaned against the graffiti-stained wall of the abandoned warehouse. Miami’s skyline shimmered in the distance, a mirage of lights against the darkness, while the faint crash of waves along the shore provided a haunting soundtrack.

Mitchell adjusted the wire tucked discreetly beneath his shirt collar, his heart pounding with anticipation. He had spent nearly two years infiltrating one of the most notorious drug trafficking rings in South Florida, and tonight was the culmination of his efforts. Tonight, he would bring them down.

His contact, Carlos—a mid-level dealer with a crooked grin and a taste for flashy watches—had arranged the meeting. Over time, Mitchell had learned the rhythms of Carlos’s world: late-night card games, Cuban sandwiches from a dive on Calle Ocho, and stupid jokes that made the men laugh until dawn. He had spent countless hours building rapport with Carlos, ingratiating himself into the inner workings of the organization. His dedication had earned him a place of trust, a vital cog in the well-oiled machine of their drug underworld.

Standing in the shadows, Mitchell’s mind raced through the intricate details of the operation. They had meticulously crafted the plan, calculating every move to perfection. But beneath the façade of confidence, uncertainty gnawed at him.

Tonight, he was supposed to meet the boss. Both he and Carlos were being promoted within the ranks of the organization. If the boss brought the cocaine, the operation would be over. Mitchell would finally have the evidence he needed to bring them all down.

But after years undercover, he felt too close to them. Too entangled. He had celebrated birthdays with them, toasted new shipments, and watched Carlos slip money to a dealer’s widow so she could bury her husband. He had lived their lives, earned their trust, laughed at their jokes. Somewhere along the way, the part he played had blurred with the man he really was.

He could trace the shift back to when it all changed, when trust stopped being an act.

A deal had gone sideways, a rival crew showing up early, guns already drawn. Mitchell had shoved Carlos behind a stack of crates just as bullets tore through the night. The echo of gunfire. The smell of salt and smoke. When it was over, Carlos had looked at him with something new in his eyes. Gratitude. From that night on, the trust between them was real, even if everything else was a lie.

Then there was the call, months later. Late. Unplanned. Carlos’s voice was tight with fear as he said his mother’s heart had failed again, and he needed a ride to the hospital. Mitchell had sat beside him for hours under fluorescent lights, listening as Carlos whispered prayers in Spanish under his breath. It was the first time Mitchell had seen him scared, stripped of bravado, reduced to something painfully human. After that, loyalty stopped feeling like a performance.

A small, treacherous part of him wanted to let the deal happen. To just see it through. To stay in that world a little longer. Maybe even protect Carlos from what came next. But it wasn’t his call. The moment the drugs hit the table, the takedown team would move in, whether he was ready or not.

The weight of his double life pressed down on Mitchell’s shoulders as he adjusted the wire beneath his shirt collar again. His palms were slick with sweat as he surveyed the deserted street, his senses on high alert for any sign of trouble.

Minutes stretched on as Mitchell waited in the darkness, the tension thickening with each passing moment. Finally, the sound of approaching footsteps shattered the silence. Mitchell tensed, his hand instinctively reaching for the firearm holstered at his side. He strained to see through the shadows as Carlos emerged from the darkness, flanked by two associates.

“Mitchell, mi amigo!” Carlos said with a grin. “You ready?”

Mitchell nodded, his expression cool and controlled. “Let’s go.”

With a nod from Carlos, the group made their way into the warehouse, the only illumination coming from a single bulb overhead. Mitchell kept his breathing even as he followed them inside.

The air inside the warehouse was thick with the acrid scent of sweat and desperation. In the dim light, Mitchell could make out several figures gathered around a makeshift table, their faces obscured by shadow.

As Carlos approached, conversations tapered off. Mitchell stayed by his side as he took stock of the room. These were dangerous men, hardened by years on the fringes of society. But Mitchell was undeterred. After all, he was one of them.

A brief exchange passed between Carlos and the men at the table, their voices low and urgent. Mitchell strained to catch fragments of the conversation, his heart pounding in his ears. This was it—the moment he had been waiting for.

One man reached beneath the table and produced a large duffel bag filled with tightly wrapped bricks of white powder. Mitchell’s stomach churned as he recognized the unmistakable kilos of cocaine. This was the evidence he needed to bring them down.

But before Mitchell could decide whether to make his move, one man stood abruptly and pointed a gun directly at his head.

“Whoa, whoa, what the fuck?” Carlos said, raising his hands.

“This motherfucker’s FBI,” the man said, pressing the gun uncomfortably close to Mitchell’s face.

“Come on, man, are you kidding? I’ve been with you for two years,” Mitchell said, a short laugh escaping him as he looked around the room.

“We can’t find any record of him after he left the military,” the man said. “Why do you think that is?”

Mitchell remained still, his smile unwavering. The tension in the room thickened as wary glances passed between the men, no one certain what to believe.

Then the warehouse door burst open.

Police officers stormed in, weapons raised. The sudden noise pulled the cartel gunman’s attention away for a split second. Mitchell reacted instantly, knocking the pistol aside, the impact triggering a shot that cracked through the warehouse.

Shouts erupted as gunfire filled the room. Mitchell ducked for cover, his training taking over as he drew his weapon. Through the crossfire, he spotted Carlos bolting for the exit.

Mitchell hesitated, torn between chasing him or letting him go. For two years, Carlos had treated him like a brother, trusted him when no one else would. But he felt the ghost of his shield throb against his chest.

Outside, sirens wailed as police cars swarmed the scene. Mitchell caught sight of Carlos disappearing into the darkness.

He couldn’t let him go.

With a burst of adrenaline, Mitchell closed the distance and tackled Carlos to the ground with a grunt. For a moment, they lay tangled on the pavement. As backup rushed in, Mitchell hauled Carlos to his feet.

They walked him away in handcuffs without a word.

But the look Carlos gave him said everything.

The resentment burned in his eyes. Carlos understood exactly what had happened—and he hated him for it.

Guilt washed over Mitchell, heavy and unavoidable. But it was done. Authorities arrested everyone at the warehouse and recovered over thirty kilos of cocaine. He had dismantled one of Miami’s most notorious drug trafficking rings.

Yet he felt like a traitor.

Mitchell knew the choice he made that night would haunt him.




***




The courtroom buzzed with nervous energy as Mitchell sat in the back, his eyes fixed on the group of defendants seated at the front. It had been nearly a year since the bust at the abandoned warehouse, and now the time had come for justice to be served.

Since that night, Mitchell hadn’t been the same. Guilt and anxiety had settled over him like a shadow. Although no one had died, he couldn’t stop thinking about the injuries his drug-dealing associates had sustained. The scene replayed in his mind again and again, and each time he wondered if he could have done something differently—something that might have kept things from spiraling out of control.

But one question plagued him more than the rest: how had that man known he was FBI? Had someone tipped him off?

Mitchell had been seeing the FBI shrink regularly, trying to rein in the anxiety clawing at him, but it hadn’t helped much. During his forced time off, his wife Luna had kept him grounded—making sure he ate, dragging him out to the beach, and reminding him there was a life beyond the job.

Sitting in the back of the courtroom, Mitchell felt his heart hammer in his chest. He thought about the late-night runs with Carlos, the laughter, the shared drinks, the illusion of brotherhood that had kept him alive.

Now that same man sat shackled, staring at him with eyes full of hate.

The trial had concluded weeks earlier, with all the defendants found guilty. Mitchell had testified, enduring the accusatory glares from the defense table—especially Carlos’s.

Today was sentencing.

The men who had once controlled a powerful cocaine operation in Miami now sat restrained and silent, anger simmering just beneath the surface as they waited to hear their fate.

The judge, a stern-faced man with a reputation for handing down harsh sentences in drug cases, presided over the proceedings with an iron grip. He remained stoic as the defense attorney made a final plea for leniency. Then the judge turned his attention to the defendants, his eyes cold and unforgiving.

“You have been found guilty of multiple counts of drug trafficking and conspiracy,” he said, his voice echoing through the silent courtroom. “Your actions have caused significant harm to this community, and this court intends to hold you accountable.”

Mitchell’s gut churned as the judge delivered the sentence: twenty-five years in federal prison.

He couldn’t understand why he wasn’t facing the same fate. He hadn’t just observed their crimes—he had helped move product, smoothed deals, protected men he knew were dangerous, all in the name of the operation.

He’d gone undercover before, but never this deep. Never long enough for the lines to disappear.

This time, he hadn’t just played a role—he’d crossed lines he couldn’t uncross.

A wire and a badge were all that separated him from the men now being led away in chains. The justification felt hollow. Arbitrary. And it made him feel like a fraud. The guilt settled heavily in his chest, refusing to loosen its grip.

As the defendants were escorted out in handcuffs, Mitchell saw their eyes linger on him, filled with hatred and resentment. Carlos—now with a scar running down his cheek—locked eyes with him. Once, Carlos had trusted him with his life.

“You think this is over, Agent Mitchell?” he said. “We’ll get you. And there won’t be a courtroom to save you.”

Mitchell’s blood ran cold, but he refused to show any sign of weakness. He met Carlos’s eyes, his jaw tight. He said nothing, afraid his voice might betray him.

When Carlos was gone, Mitchell left the courtroom and stepped out into the sun-drenched streets of Miami. Blue skies stretched overhead, and a warm breeze stirred the palm trees. The brightness of the day felt almost cruel—a reminder of how much darkness still lingered beneath the surface of the city.

He knew his actions had put a target on his back.

Despite the risks—and the contant guilt and anxiety—Mitchell knew he couldn’t simply walk away from the FBI. But years of undercover work had taken a serious toll, and now his life might truly be in danger.

And what about Luna?

The thought of her safety tightened his chest. What were they supposed to do—enter witness protection?

He almost laughed at the idea.

Then he remembered the opening in the Boston field office.

Maybe a transfer was exactly what they needed.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Present Day




Nikki adjusted the rearview mirror as early morning light cast long shadows across the SUV’s worn interior. The seats bore faint stains from countless spilled coffees and meals on the go. A thin layer of dust coated the dashboard, a testament to how little time she had to worry about cleaning it. The dashboard lights bathed everything in a dull amber haze. The air conditioner hummed weakly, failing to cut the heat pressing in around her. She sighed and glanced at her two companions as her fingers gripped the cracked leather steering wheel.

Theresa sat in the passenger seat, long blonde hair falling in loose waves. Petite and stylish, she wore a pastel jacket over a graphic tee, paired with tailored jeans that hugged her slender legs. False lashes framed her brown eyes, and shimmering bracelets jingled at her wrist. Delicate nose rings caught the light—subtle but defiant.

Despite the early hour, Theresa was wide awake, her voice filling the car in a relentless stream. Her animated chatter grated on Nikki’s nerves like nails on a chalkboard. She gestured wildly, her movements exaggerated in the cramped space. The forced cheerfulness only made the air feel heavier.

Shawna sat silently in the backseat, her eyes fixed on the passing scenery. She pulled a plain black hoodie tight over her head, as if hiding from the world. Dark jeans with bright pink socks peeking out from beneath them, the only splash of color in an otherwise muted outfit. Her silence added weight to the already stifling car. Her eyes flicked nervously from window to window as they sped toward the convention center in Orlando.

The highway stretched ahead, a dull ribbon of asphalt broken only by the occasional passing car. It felt like a road to nowhere, echoing Nikki’s own sense of drift. She kept her eyes on the road, letting the monotony settle her nerves. Leaving the animal hospital in Miami was supposed to be a break from routine, but with Hurricane Elizabeth looming, the trip felt tense.

She hadn’t wanted to drive. She didn’t consider herself a good driver, and with the hurricane approaching, she’d been nervous the entire time. She had argued about it more than once—she’d get lost, she’d wreck, something would go wrong. But Theresa insisted Nikki’s SUV had the space they needed for three people and their luggage, promising to set up the GPS since Nikki wasn’t great with that either.

Eventually, Nikki had reluctantly agreed.

Her mind brushed past the rumors she’d overheard at work—affairs, betrayals, managers chasing profit over patients and staff. The details blurred together as quickly as they surfaced. None of it held her attention for long.

“We’re almost there, ladies,” Nikki said, her voice flat. The convention center loomed ahead like a false beacon, promising more than it could deliver.

“Can’t believe they’re making us drive up in this,” Theresa said. “If this conference doesn’t fix anything, I swear—”

“It probably won’t,” Nikki said, her eyes still on the road.

“Well. That was bleak.”

Nikki shrugged. “I’m just saying. Don’t expect miracles.”

Theresa’s grin faltered for a moment before she quickly plastered it back on.

The thought of spending time with their managers left Nikki tired before the day had even begun. The meetings, the reassurances, the unspoken tension—it was all familiar. She’d dealt with worse before. There was no point dwelling on it.

Nikki forced a smile, summoning some semblance of enthusiasm. “Maybe it’ll be interesting. Hopefully we’ll learn something useful.”

Shawna remained silent, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Nikki noticed how rigidly she sat in the backseat, staring out the window. The prospect of a large crowd always seemed to put her on edge.

Nikki’s thoughts drifted briefly to her life in Miami—Ruiz, the kids, the early-morning rush she’d slipped out of before sunrise. Ruiz would manage. The truth was, she didn’t feel guilty leaving him to handle the kids. She still had to remind herself that this was her life now, with its packed lunches, mismatched socks, and grueling morning routines. She pushed the thought aside and focused on the traffic ahead.

As they neared Orlando, the weak light of dawn struggled through heavy clouds gathering on the horizon. By the time they reached the outskirts of the city, a thick fog had settled over the landscape, swallowing everything around them. Towering palm trees gave way to highways lined with billboards advertising theme parks and tourist attractions.

Traffic thickened into a slow-moving sea of taillights inching toward the city. They passed rows of identical office buildings, their windows reflecting the dull gray light of morning as they made their way toward the Orange County Convention Center. When the building came into view, the fog had settled even thicker, draping the massive structure in an eerie haze.

“We’re here,” Nikki said as she followed the signs toward the convention center.

As the parking lot came into view, a familiar knot settled low in her stomach. She’d known this moment was coming—she just hadn’t expected it to arrive so quickly. Rows of parked cars stretched out before them, orderly and indifferent. Nikki pulled into a space, already bracing herself for what came next.

She parked and cut the engine. The sudden quiet felt strange after the long drive.

Turning toward her friends, she forced a smile that didn’t quite land.

No one spoke.

For a moment, Nikki wondered if maybe this would all turn out fine after all. But the car sat still around them, the silence stretching longer than it should have—even for Theresa.

“Ready to face the void?” Nikki asked, her attempt at humor falling flat.

Theresa studied her. “Are you okay, Nikki?”

“What do you mean?”

“You just don’t seem like yourself. You’re not usually this… you know, like… blah,” Theresa said, gesturing vaguely.

Nikki’s mind scrambled for a response that didn’t come. For a moment she simply stared at Theresa, the words feeling foreign in her mouth.

“Let’s just get this over with,” she said finally, unbuckling her seatbelt with quiet resignation.

Shawna hesitated for a moment before nodding, her eyes downcast as she followed them out of the car.

The air outside hung thick with humidity. Together, they walked toward the convention center, their footsteps ringing hollow across the pavement.

Whatever waited inside, Nikki knew one thing for certain.

There was no turning back now.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The Orange County Convention Center loomed over them like a beast as Nikki, Theresa, and Shawna trudged toward its glass doors. Sunlight filtered weakly through thick clouds hanging over Orlando, casting a dull glow across the sprawling complex. Somewhere beyond the horizon, Hurricane Elizabeth churned closer, a distant threat pressing against the day. The air held the promise of rain, and the low rumble of thunder hinted at what might be coming.

They stepped inside, and the blast of air conditioning washed over them, briefly relieving the heat clinging to their skin. Unfortunately, it did little to ease the frustration that seemed to radiate from Nikki’s coworkers.

The interior of the convention center stretched out with polished marble floors and towering glass walls, built to impress with sheer scale. Rows of booths and conference rooms branched off in every direction. But as they approached the check-in desk, one thing became immediately clear—there were no amenities waiting for them. No free coffee. No breakfast. No complimentary snacks to get them through the long days ahead.

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a cold, sterile glow across the check-in desk. They approached slowly, almost cautiously.

Behind the counter sat a tired-looking receptionist in a stiff uniform. She greeted them with forced cheerfulness, barely glancing up.

“Names?” she asked, her fingers already flying across the keyboard.

Nikki recited their names and waited. After what felt like an eternity, the receptionist handed them their badges along with a tote bag filled with the usual conference swag—pens, notepads, and a folded schedule—without meeting their eyes.

“Here you go,” she said flatly. “You get one free lunch voucher. Otherwise, you’ll have to pay.”

Nikki forced a polite smile, though the place already exhausted her. They hadn’t brought much money, assuming the conference would at least cover some meals. Now it looked like they’d have to ration what little they had over the next five days.

She knew exactly what that felt like.

“Enjoy the conference,” the receptionist said, still staring at her computer screen.

Nikki took the badges and tote bags from the counter. Her fingers brushed over the rough plastic edges of the badges, which felt cheap and flimsy in her hands—a stark contrast to the exorbitant registration fees their hospital had paid for the conference.

She handed the badges and bags to the others, giving a small eye roll that signaled shared misery more than real irritation. Theresa’s face pinched with displeasure, while Shawna’s eyes narrowed in quiet annoyance. None of them wanted to be here, but their bosses had insisted they attend, hinting at some kind of announcement that couldn’t wait until they returned to work. It was supposed to be a chance to learn and network, though all anyone seemed to talk about lately were mounting bills and cut hours.

“This is ridiculous,” Shawna said, her shoulders slumping. “We’re barely scraping by as it is, and now we have to pay for everything?”

“You’re right. This is worse than I imagined,” Theresa said. “Let’s just get through this week and get the hell out of here.”

Shawna hesitated. “I didn’t budget for this. Like… at all.”

With no free coffee or breakfast available, they had to face the morning on empty stomachs. The lack of food hardly registered with Nikki, even as it chipped away at everyone else’s patience. None of them were looking forward to the lunch meeting with their bosses and coworkers, but at least the free meal might lift the mood.

Browsing the schedule for talks that might hold their interest, they drifted deeper into the convention center, their footsteps echoing across the marble floors. They were just trying to kill time before lunch.

But the first lecture was a disaster from the start.

As they settled into their seats, it became clear nothing was working the way it should. The computers glitched and sputtered, refusing to cooperate. The speaker’s microphone crackled and popped, drowning out his words in bursts of static and forcing him to shout over the noise. Distorted colors splashed across the screen as the projector shuddered, not at all resembling the slides he had prepared.

Around them, the audience shifted in their seats, exchanging frustrated glances as they struggled to follow along.

Theresa let out a long sigh, her fingers tapping impatiently against the armrest. She had been looking forward to these lectures, but watching the presenter fumble through malfunction after malfunction seemed to drain her excitement.

Nikki let her attention wander around the room until her eyes landed on a banner hanging along the back wall. A corporate logo glared back at her—sharp, clinical, paired with a sterile slogan. For a split second, the letters seemed to shift. Rearranging themselves into something else.

Something familiar.

Something hateful.

A name she thought she had left behind.

Nikki forced her eyes to focus, and the words snapped back into place.

She shook her head and moved her attention back to the projector.

The second lecture wasn’t any better.

Theresa winced as the microphone emitted a piercing squeal and the computers at the front of the room malfunctioned yet again. As the presenter tried to advance his slides, the screen flared and died.

The occasional flash of lightning from outside helped to illuminate the rows of seats. Thunder rolled somewhere in the distance, a low, ominous warning as Hurricane Elizabeth gathered strength.

“Is this even safe? With the storm like this?” Shawna whispered.

Theresa snorted. “Of course it isn’t.”

By midday, Theresa and Shawna looked ready to abandon the schedule altogether. The promise of a free lunch felt less like a perk and more like an obligation.

They tried to attend another lecture, but their badges refused to grant them access.

The scanner flashed red.

Again.

They stood stranded outside the lecture hall doors, feeling like unwelcome guests at a party they never wanted to attend.

“This is a mess,” Theresa said, sounding more tired than angry.

Outside, Hurricane Elizabeth churned off the coast, its fury building with each passing hour. Dark clouds loomed overhead, threatening to unleash their wrath on the convention center. But the storm brewing inside felt far more immediate.

As they made their way back toward the lobby, the atmosphere had shifted from irritation to outright disorder. Attendees crowded the registration desk, voices rising as they tried to shout over one another. Staff members moved through the lobby, repeating the same strained message: because the hurricane was approaching, they suspended all remaining sessions and asked attendees to return to their hotels and await further instructions.

Nikki took it all in without reacting, tracking the scene the way she always did when things unraveled. She wasn’t surprised—events like this rarely went according to plan—but she nonetheless registered the frustration rolling through the crowd. What caught her off guard was how quickly her coworkers arrived at the same question.

“Does that mean they canceled lunch?” Shawna asked.

The thought followed Nikki as they headed toward the designated meeting spot, hunger pushing its way to the front of her mind. If the conference was shutting down, there was no guarantee their free lunch would still happen.

But as they neared the door, what they saw beyond it made the noise in the lobby fall away all at once.

They arranged the room almost like a throne room. At the front sat Dr. Lennox—one of the hospital owners—flanked by two managers, Victor and Diane. Beside them were several people Nikki recognized from the Trappist Red Corporation.

“Who are those people?” Theresa whispered, eyeing the strangers gathered with their bosses.

“Those are people from Trappist Red. That guy on the end is Michael, the lawyer, and that other guy…” Nikki paused. “…I can’t remember his name. The woman is a veterinarian with the corporation.”

“How do you know them? Did you meet them?”

“Uh… no. I just heard Vanessa mention them,” Nikki said, avoiding Theresa’s eyes as they moved farther into the room.

Theresa slowed. “You know what they look like,” she said, “but you just heard Vanessa mention them?”

Nikki didn’t answer.

“You knew something was up,” Theresa said, watching her from the corner of her eye. “Didn’t you?”

Nikki kept her eyes forward. “Everyone knows something’s up.”

Theresa huffed, her mouth tightening. “That’s not an answer.”

Shawna lingered near the doorway, then shook her head. “I’m getting water.”

Only a handful of hospital staff sat scattered among the uncomfortable chairs; the rest had presumably returned to their hotels as the storm closed in. Theresa turned back toward Nikki, studying her with an expression Nikki couldn’t quite read. Before she could ask whatever question was clearly forming, Vanessa swept into the room with forced brightness.

“Oh, hey guys!” Vanessa chirped, clapping her hands together. “We’re still here! We didn’t want you to miss the announcement. You’re free to head out after lunch, I promise!”

They took their seats as the door shut behind them with a dull thud. Nikki counted the familiar faces around the room without meaning to and let the moment settle.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that they were trapped here.
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The conference room was grand, with high ceilings and elaborate chandeliers casting a soft, warm glow over the space. Simple but elegant candles lined the length of the table, their gentle flicker complementing the light above. Large windows, draped with velvet curtains, allowed flashes of lightning to brighten the room. Ornate tapestries depicting scenes of opulence and power decorated the walls, adding to the regal atmosphere.

At the front of the room, on a raised platform, Dr. Lennox sat between Victor and Diane. They carried themselves like royalty—figuratively if not literally—their posture radiating authority and entitlement. Beside them sat the three representatives from the Trappist Red Corporation. Together they formed a quiet display of power looming over the room.

Dr. Lennox was a slight man with a vaguely awkward demeanor. Thick-rimmed glasses magnified his eyes to almost comical proportions, and his ill-fitting suit hung loosely on his narrow frame, making him look like a child dressed in his father’s clothes. Despite his awkward appearance, he projected unmistakable arrogance, as if he considered himself the smartest person in the room.

To his right sat Victor, the polished yuppie stereotype. He styled his dark hair perfectly, and his carefully trimmed beard framed his sharp features. His leather loafers, tailored clothes, and preppy aesthetic announced wealth and privilege—right down to the smug smile that rarely left his face.

On his other side sat Diane, her round face framed by unruly tufts of brown hair that seemed determined to escape any attempt at styling. She wore bright, distracting clothes that only seemed to emphasize her size, and her broad frame made her presence impossible to ignore.

Seated beside them were the three representatives from Trappist Red: Michael, the corporate lawyer, his cold, assessing eyes moving over the room; the consultant with slicked-back hair and a permanent smirk that made Nikki’s skin crawl; and the veterinarian, the woman in the sharp navy suit who looked brisk and clinical.

The staff, meanwhile, sat at tables arranged in neat rows, their chairs noticeably less comfortable than those occupied by their superiors. They waited in subdued silence, their expressions weary and resigned, as if enduring yet another round of the same tired performance.

The organizers laid out the lunch spread on a long table near the front of the room. Silver platters crowned with gleaming domed lids held an array of delicacies—succulent roast meats, fresh fruits and vegetables, decadent desserts, and bowls overflowing with elaborate salads. The aroma of freshly baked bread and fragrant herbs filled the air.

The few staff members who had remained at the conference filed quietly to the front of the room. Their movements were slow and mechanical as they collected their food. Plates in hand, they returned to their seats and began eating without a word, their actions strangely synchronized, as if following an unspoken script.

The room settled into an eerie quiet. Utensils clinked softly against plates. The faint murmur of chewing carried across the tables.

Once the meeting began, Diane and Victor spoke at length, their remarks polished and carefully empty. Rehearsed platitudes delivered with practiced smiles. The staff ate quietly, eyes lowered, their attention drifting as the words washed over them. Despite the lavish spread, most barely touched their food.

Theresa leaned closer to Nikki. “Look at them. Same smiles, same speeches. Those Trappist people act like they’re on camera.”

Shawna shifted beside them, her shoulders tightening. “Can we not?”

Dr. Lennox occasionally interjected, offering brief and authoritative comments that added little beyond what had already been said. It all felt painfully familiar—another meeting that led nowhere, another performance everyone had to endure.

As lunch dragged on, the room grew restless. No one spoke. No one challenged anything.

They were simply waiting for it to end.

Then the Trappist Red consultant spoke.

“Don’t worry,” he said with a thin smile. “I can tell you don’t believe Dr. Lennox will improve your hospital. But once Trappist has taken over, everything will change for the better.”

The room went still.

Forks paused midair. A ripple of disbelief moved through the staff.

“Wait… what?” Shawna whispered to Nikki. “Did you know about this? Did they sell to a corporation?”

Nikki opened her mouth to answer, then stopped, glancing around the room.

“That’s right, everyone,” Dr. Lennox said, pushing back his chair as he stood. “That’s the announcement.” He hesitated, going strangely blank for a second, then cleared his throat. “Trappist Red will now manage our hospital. Nothing will change except for improve—”

He broke off suddenly, clutching his chest.

His face twisted in pain.

Nikki’s first thought was that he was having a heart attack. Stress, maybe. Too much salt. It didn’t occur to her that it could be anything else.

His breaths came in short, ragged gasps and his skin flushed an alarming shade of red. Beside him, Victor’s eyes widened, his usual smugness dissolving into something like fear—right before he, too, began gasping for breath, panic tearing apart his polished façade.

Something in Nikki’s chest tightened.

What was happening?

Diane’s voice faltered mid-sentence as she reached out for Dr. Lennox, her fingers grasping his arm in desperation. Before she could say anything, a violent coughing fit seized her, doubling her over in her seat.

Uneasy panic rippled through the room. For a few seconds, no one moved, as if waiting for someone to laugh it off or explain what was happening. Some staff remained rigid in their chairs, while others murmured anxiously, their eyes darting between one another and the figures at the front of the room.

The Trappist lawyer clutched the edge of the table, his face pale and clammy as he struggled to breathe. The consultant sat rigidly, his slicked-back hair beginning to fall out of place as he gripped his chest, his usual smirk completely gone. The woman in the navy suit had gone silent, her clinical composure shattered as she hunched forward, coughing violently into her hand.

Nikki felt as if she were underwater, moving in slow motion as the realization of what was happening crashed over her.

With a final, desperate gasp, Dr. Lennox slumped forward, his body going limp as he collapsed onto the table with a heavy thud. Victor and Diane followed a moment later, their bodies crumpling to the floor in a tangled heap.

The Trappist representatives fell soon after.

Michael tried to push himself to his feet but staggered sideways, collapsing against the table before sliding to the floor. The consultant clutched his chest, his mouth opening soundlessly as his knees buckled beneath him. The woman doubled over, coughing one last time before she too collapsed, her chair toppling backward with a metallic crash.

It was over in seconds.

For a brief, suspended moment, no one reacted, as if the entire room had been paused.

Then everything lurched back into motion.

Staff members jumped from their seats, some rushing forward to help. Someone grabbed a phone to call for help, only to find there was no signal. Frantic fingers tapped at screens, each attempt to reach emergency services met with the same mocking error message.

In a desperate bid to escape, several people rushed to the door, yanking at the handle and slamming their shoulders against it. But it wouldn’t budge.

It was locked.

The realization spread quickly, turning panic into something darker. Voices rose in fear and confusion as the truth sank in.

They were trapped.

With each passing moment, hysteria swelled. Staff members shouted and pounded on the door, their pleas for help echoing off the conference room walls. Someone turned back toward the others, their face twisted with terror.

“Don’t eat anything else!” they shouted. “It could be poisoned!”

Others joined in, warning everyone to stay away from the food. Plates were shoved aside. Glasses overturned and shattered across the floor. Food scattered among broken dishes and overturned chairs. The once-grand lunch lay in ruins, a grotesque display of destruction.

The panic turned feral.

Survival instincts took over.

The staff turned on one another. Whatever sense of camaraderie had existed only minutes earlier vanished. People shoved and clawed their way toward the door, desperate to escape.

Self-preservation drowned out everything else.

In their blind panic, they trampled over one another, seeing only obstacles in their path—obstacles to be pushed aside.

Outside, the storm raged. Wind howled against the building, rain lashing the windows in heavy sheets. Flashes of lightning cut through the thick curtains, throwing jagged shadows across the walls. Thunder cracked overhead, its raw power echoing through the room and merging with the chaos inside.

Nikki stood rooted in place, searching the room for something—anything—that made sense. Screams, sobs, and the relentless pounding on the locked door blended into a dull roar in her ears.

Her focus snapped to the bodies at the front of the room.

Then back to the door.

She pulled out her phone again, staring at the blank No Service icon as if it might suddenly change.

No signal. No help. No way out.

Nikki’s hand fell slowly to her side, the phone dangling loosely from her fingers.

“Get out of my way, damn it!” someone shouted, shoving past anyone in their path.

In the corner, Shawna crouched with her hands clamped over her ears, tears streaming down her face as she rocked back and forth.

“Where’s the damn key?” someone yelled, yanking open drawers and cabinets.

“I can’t take this anymore!” another voice cried, pounding their fists against the unyielding door.

Nikki took a slow breath and forced herself to look again—the bodies, the locked door, the terrified crowd. Outside, the storm battered the building while panic spiraled through the room.

People were losing control.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Rachel Quinn stretched out on the sun lounger, the warmth of the Miami sun soaking into her skin as she closed her eyes, feeling the tension in her muscles slowly ease. It had been a long time since she’d allowed herself a moment of real relaxation. The rhythmic sound of water lapping against the edge of the pool created a soothing backdrop to her thoughts.

A Boston native, born and raised in the heart of Massachusetts, Rachel had never visited Miami before now. She had hoped a change of scenery might help her find some semblance of peace. Yet as she lay there, basking in the sunshine, she still felt strangely disconnected from herself.

Thinking back to the aftermath of her last case, she was fairly certain she’d experienced some kind of breakdown. Despite her reluctance to step away from work, the FBI psychologist had strongly suggested a significant medical leave of absence—which, in reality, meant it wasn’t optional.

So Rachel had come south to stay with her former partner, Ted Mitchell, who had recently retired. Mitchell had begun his career in Miami working narcotics trafficking cases before transferring to Boston. He spent the rest of his career there, specializing in violent crimes. For his final ten years, Rachel had been his partner—her first and only.

Opening her eyes, Rachel lay still for a moment as the backyard of Mitchell’s house slowly came back into focus. The manicured lawn and motionless pool were picture-perfect. Palm trees swayed gently in the breeze, their shifting shadows moving across the grass, while bright blossoms brought color to the quiet space.

Rachel suspected the immaculate landscaping was Luna’s doing—Mitchell’s wife of over three decades. Luna split her time between a part-time nursing job and her love of gardening. With no children of their own, she and Mitchell kept a peaceful household.

Rachel, who had small children herself, appreciated the calm. The quiet felt like a luxury. She missed her four-year-old twin girls, of course, but she was also grateful for the break. Her husband Alex—and his very involved family—were more than capable of caring for the girls while she was gone. Rachel knew they were in excellent hands.

Nearby, Rachel’s old, grumpy terrier, Mulder, lay curled on a plush dog bed, his snores blending with the distant hum of cicadas. The newly adopted stray cat, Scully, was curled beside him. The two had become inseparable.

Mulder had belonged to Olivia—someone Rachel owed more than she could ever repay. What had really happened back in Boston still felt like a blur. Too many unanswered questions. But she knew one thing for certain: she couldn’t leave Mulder behind.

Despite his age, he was still reasonably healthy, though he had a habit of snapping at people. He enjoyed being near Rachel as long as she didn’t touch him. This was partly why she brought him to Florida. Her children were always trying
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