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Prologue



Prologue



Lulu cradled her two-week-old daughter against her chest, the baby's weight a perfect anchor in her arms. The nursery welcomed them with its gentle shadows, a nightlight casting soft patterns that danced across walls adorned with woodland creatures. She felt the steady rhythm of her daughter's breathing, each tiny exhale warm against her collarbone. These midnight moments had quickly become sacred—just the two of them existing in a bubble of quiet while the rest of the world slept on, unaware of the miracle in her arms.

"Time to sleep, little one," she whispered, her lips brushing against the downy fuzz on her daughter's head.

The nursery smelled of baby powder and the lavender oil she'd dabbed on the light fixtures—a trick her mother had taught her to help soothe a newborn. Moonlight filtered through gauzy curtains, adding another layer of dreamlike quality to the room. Lulu had spent months preparing this space, selecting each element with careful consideration: the soft cream walls, the gentle curve of the crib rails, the plush carpet that muffled her footsteps.

She moved toward the crib with practiced care, her sock-covered feet silent on the carpet. The mobile above the crib—delicate felt animals suspended on invisible threads—stirred slightly as she approached.

Lulu lowered her daughter into the crib with the delicate precision of someone handling the most fragile treasure. The baby's rosebud lips parted slightly in sleep, a tiny sigh escaping. Her eyelashes—impossibly long and dark against her pale cheeks—fluttered but didn't open. Lulu sometimes found herself counting those eyelashes, marveling at their perfect formation, as if each one represented a wish or a prayer for her child's future.

"Look at you," Lulu murmured, her finger tracing the curve of her daughter's cheek. The skin beneath her fingertip was softer than anything she'd ever touched—softer than velvet, than silk, than the petals of the roses her husband had brought home when they'd first returned from the hospital. "How did I make something so perfect?"

The question hung in the air, unanswered, but felt deeply in the chambers of her heart. The enormity of what she'd created—this tiny human with the button nose and miniature fingernails and lungs that filled with air and expelled it in perfect rhythm—often left her breathless. Before, she'd known love in various forms: for her parents, her husband, her friends. But this love was different, cellular, as if it had been encoded into her DNA, waiting to be activated by this specific child.

She reached for the light cotton blanket folded at the foot of the crib, shaking it out with a gentle snap before letting it float down to cover her daughter's body. Not too tight, not too loose—she'd practiced this movement countless times, perfecting it. The pediatrician's warnings about SIDS echoed in her mind as they did each night, a background anxiety that never entirely disappeared.

The baby monitor sat on the dresser, its green light blinking steadily. Lulu checked it, making sure the volume was turned up. She picked it up, tested it, and heard the soft amplification of her own breathing come through the handheld receiver. Technology that allowed her to be simultaneously apart from and connected to her child—a modern miracle that nonetheless felt insufficient against her instinct never to leave her daughter's side.

"I'll hear you if you need me," she promised, setting the monitor back down. "Always."

She leaned over the crib once more, inhaling the scent that was uniquely her daughter's—a smell she couldn't describe but would recognize anywhere, among thousands. A primal recognition. Her body bent of its own accord, lips finding their way to her daughter's forehead. The kiss she pressed there was barely more than a breath, but it contained everything: protection, devotion, fierce love, terrifying vulnerability.

The forest animals on the wall—foxes and rabbits, bears and deer—seemed to stand sentinel, watching over the sleeping infant with painted eyes that Lulu had explicitly chosen for their gentleness. The entire room was a cocoon she had created, a barrier against the harshness of the outside world. Here, in this space, nothing bad could touch her child.

She backed away from the crib reluctantly, her eyes never leaving her daughter's sleeping form. Each step toward the door felt like moving against a current, her body resisting the separation. At the doorway, she paused, her hand on the light switch. The scene before her—her daughter asleep in the soft glow of the nightlight, chest rising and falling beneath the blanket—imprinted itself on her memory, another snapshot in the album of moments she was already collecting.

"Goodnight, my love," she whispered. "See you soon."

She left the door cracked open exactly three inches—enough to hear, enough to peek in, not enough to let in too much light from the hallway. Her fingers lingered on the doorframe for a moment longer, a final connection before she forced herself to turn away.

The hallway felt colder somehow, less enchanted. She carried the baby monitor with her, its plastic warm from her grip. Her husband had gone to bed hours ago, exhausted from work. She understood his fatigue but missed the early days when they'd both been home, taking turns with the baby, discovering their new reality together.

Their bedroom was dark except for the digital clock on the nightstand, its red numbers cutting through the darkness—11:43 p.m. Her husband's form was a mountain beneath the covers, his breathing deep and steady. He didn't stir as she placed the baby monitor on her nightstand, its green light adding another pinprick of illumination to the darkness.

Lulu slipped out of her robe and hung it on the hook behind the door. The sheets were cool as she slid beneath them, her body immediately recognizing the familiar contours of their mattress. Her husband murmured something unintelligible in his sleep, his arm reaching for her automatically. She curled into him, fitting herself against the warm landscape of his body.

"She's asleep," she whispered, though he couldn't hear her. Saying it aloud made it more real somehow, a small victory in the continuous marathon of new parenthood.

Through the monitor, she could hear the faint sounds of her daughter's breathing, a rhythmic counterpoint to her husband's deeper respiration. The dual soundtrack lulled her, her eyelids growing heavy. Her body was tired—bone-deep exhausted in the way that only new mothers understand—but her mind was still half in the nursery, hovering protectively over the crib.

As sleep began to claim her, Lulu's last conscious thought was of gratitude—for the perfect child sleeping down the hall, for the husband breathing beside her, for the home that held them all safely within its walls. Everything that mattered in her world was here, protected, secure.


Prologue



The smell reached Lulu first—acrid, wrong, a chemical intrusion that dragged her from the depths of sleep. Her eyes snapped open to darkness that seemed different somehow, thicker. For three suspended seconds, her mind couldn't connect the pieces—the strange smell, the distant crackling sound, the unusual heat pressing against her skin. Then understanding hit her like a physical blow. Smoke. Fire. Her baby.

"Honey," she gasped, reaching blindly for her husband. Her hand connected with his shoulder, and she shook him hard. "Hal, wake up!"

Her throat tightened against the smoke that was already filtering into the room, curling under the door in gray tendrils that looked almost alive. The baby monitor on her nightstand emitted nothing but static, the green light still blinking placidly as though nothing was wrong. The disconnect between that steady light and the growing chaos around her sent a spike of terror through her chest.

"What?" Hal’s voice was thick with sleep, confused. "What's happening?"

"Fire," she managed, the word scraping against her throat. "I smell smoke. The house is on fire."

As if to confirm her words, the smoke detector in the hallway finally shrieked to life, its piercing wail slicing through the night. Hal bolted upright, instantly alert. The room around them was changing by the second, the darkness taking on a hazy quality as smoke continued to seep in, forming an ominous cloud near the ceiling.

"The baby," Lulu said, already scrambling out of bed, her feet tangling in the sheets. "We need to get the baby."

The floor felt unnaturally warm beneath her feet as she stumbled toward the door. The air in the room had become noticeably hotter, making each breath shallow and painful. Panic rose in her chest, a physical pressure that threatened to paralyze her. She fought against it, focusing only on the distance between herself and her daughter.

Hal reached the door first, wrapping his hand around the doorknob only to jerk it back with a hiss. "It's hot," he warned, grabbing a discarded T-shirt from the floor to protect his hand as he tried again. The knob turned, but the door wouldn't open, as if something was pressing against it from the other side.

"It's stuck," he said, his voice tight with strain. "Stand back."

Lulu retreated a step, clutching the baby monitor to her chest like a talisman. The static had grown louder, occasionally broken by sounds she couldn't identify—cracks and pops that might have been the fire or might have been interference. There was no sound of crying, no indication that her daughter had awakened, and she didn't know whether to be relieved or terrified by that silence.

Hal threw his shoulder against the door, once, twice. The wood groaned but held. The smoke was thickening around them, making it difficult to see across the room now. Lulu pulled the neck of her nightgown over her mouth and nose, trying to filter the air she breathed. Her eyes stung, tears running freely down her cheeks.

"Again," she urged, her voice breaking. "Please, Harold."

He backed up a few steps and charged the door with his full weight. This time, something splintered, and the door gave way with a sudden surrender that sent him stumbling into the hallway. What Lulu saw beyond him turned her blood to ice.

The hallway was transformed, unrecognizable. Flames licked up the walls, consuming the family photos that had hung there just hours earlier. The carpet had become a river of fire, tongues of yellow and orange reaching toward their bedroom door as if they'd been waiting for it to open. The heat was immediate and shocking, a wall of scorching air that forced her back.

And there, on the other side of that inferno, was the nursery door. Unreachable. A barrier of flames separated Lulu from her child, growing higher and more impenetrable with each passing second.

"My baby!" she screamed, the words tearing from her throat raw and primal. The smoke swallowed the sound, but she screamed again anyway, as if volume alone could carry her across the flames.

Without conscious thought, Lulu lunged forward, toward the fire, toward her baby. The instinct was beyond reason—a physical imperative that overrode all logic and self-preservation. Her body knew only that her child was on the other side of those flames, and nothing else mattered.

She made it two steps before Hal's arms caught her, locking around her waist and pulling her back into their bedroom. She fought him immediately, her body twisting and bucking against his restraint. Her nails dug into his forearms, drawing blood that neither of them noticed.

"Let me go!" she shrieked. "My baby! Our baby is in there!"

"We can't get through," he shouted, his voice breaking. "Lulu, we can't get through! We'll die!"

"I don't care!" The words erupted from some primal place inside her, absolute truth. In that moment, she didn't care. Death was preferable to standing helplessly while flames devoured her child. "Let me go to her!"

The fire had now spread to their bedroom doorframe, igniting the wood with hungry crackling. The heat was unbearable, pressing against her exposed skin like a physical weight. Breathing was becoming difficult; each inhalation seared her lungs.

Hal's grip didn't loosen. Instead, he began dragging her backward, toward their bedroom window. She fought harder, her feet scrabbling for purchase on the floor, her body twisting with desperate strength she hadn't known she possessed.

"No! No! She needs me! She's alone! She's scared!" Each word was punctuated by a sob that tore at her raw throat. The static on the baby monitor had changed quality, becoming interspersed with a roaring sound that might have been the fire reaching the nursery. "Please, Hal. Please."

She couldn't see his face clearly through the smoke and tears, but she felt the shudder that ran through his body, the tremor in the arms that restrained her. He was crying too, his breath coming in harsh gasps against her hair.

"We can't reach her that way," he said, his voice strangled. "The firefighters—they'll come in from outside. They'll get to her. We have to get out so they can save her."

Some part of Lulu—some distant, rational corner of her mind—registered the logic in his words. But that part was drowned out by the roaring maternal instinct that demanded she reach her child, protect her baby regardless of the cost.

"She's all alone," Lulu repeated, the words dissolving into a keening wail that didn't sound human even to her own ears.

The window behind them shattered—whether from the heat or from Hal's hand, she couldn't tell. Fresh air rushed in, creating a sudden draft that caused the flames at their doorway to surge higher for one terrifying moment before retreating slightly. The smoke began to be pulled out of the broken window, offering momentary relief that did nothing to ease the agony in Lulu's chest.

Hal's grip shifted, becoming more secure as he positioned them near the window. Outside, Lulu could hear distant sirens, their wail a faint echo of her own internal screaming. Help was coming, but not fast enough.

Never fast enough.

"They'll save her," Hal repeated, the words sounding hollow even as he said them. His arms were like iron around her waist, restraining her even as his body shielded her from the worst of the heat. "They'll get her out. We have to let them do their job."

Lulu's struggles weakened, not from acceptance but from the smoke inhalation that was making her dizzy, her limbs heavy. The contradiction tore at her—to save her child, she had to abandon her child. To reach her daughter, she had to turn away from her daughter. Every cell in her body rejected this impossible choice.

"I can't leave her," she whispered, the fight momentarily leaving her body as a wave of dizziness washed over her. "I promised I'd always hear her if she needed me."

The baby monitor in her hand emitted one final burst of static before going silent, its small screen flickering and dying as the batteries gave out or the base station in the nursery succumbed to the fire. The loss of even that tenuous connection felt like another small death.

The smoke parted briefly, giving Lulu one last, clear view of the hallway and the nursery door beyond—still standing but now outlined in flickering orange light that seeped through the edges. A daughter on one side, a mother on the other, and between them, an impossible distance made of fire and destruction.

Hal pulled her toward the window as the ceiling near their door began to crack, raining burning debris onto the floor. The choice was being made for her, second by second, as the path to her child became not just dangerous but impossible.

"Please," Lulu whispered, no longer sure who she was begging—Hal, the fire, God, the universe. "Please."

But the fire answered only with its hungry roar, consuming everything in its path with indifferent destruction, creating an impassable barrier between a mother and the child she would have died to protect.
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The night fractured into shards of red and blue, emergency lights slicing through darkness as fire trucks screamed onto their street. Lulu barely registered the hands guiding her down the ladder, her gaze fixed on the second-story window of the nursery where flames now licked at the glass. From this vantage point, the fire looked almost beautiful—orange and gold against the black sky—a thought that made her stomach heave with revulsion. Nothing about this could be beautiful. Nothing about watching her child's room burn could be anything but obscene.

"Ma'am, I need you to come with me," a firefighter urged, his gloved hands firm on her shoulders as he tried to lead her away from the house. "You need to get checked for smoke inhalation."

Lulu shook her head, the movement violent and jerky. "My baby," she rasped, her voice a ruin. "My daughter is still in there. In the nursery. Second door on the left."

Behind her, she could hear Hal telling someone the same thing, his words tumbling over each other in panicked repetition. The baby monitor was still clutched in her hand, but no longer made a sound. She couldn't make herself let go of it.

"We have teams going in right now," the firefighter assured her, but his eyes darted back to the house with an expression she didn't want to decipher. "They're our best people."

More firefighters rushed past them, oxygen tanks on their backs, axes in their hands. They looked like soldiers heading into battle, their movements precise and coordinated even as they charged toward danger. Lulu watched them enter through the front door, disappearing into a rolling cloud of smoke that belched out to greet them.

"I need to be closer," she insisted, already moving forward. Her bare feet registered the transition from concrete to grass, dew-damp blades pressing between her toes. "I need to show them where she is."

"Ma'am—" The firefighter reached for her, but she twisted away from his grasp with surprising agility.

She made it three steps before another firefighter intercepted her, this one larger, impossible to evade. His arms locked around her, not roughly but with immovable certainty.

"You can't go any closer," he said, his voice steady beneath the chaos. "It's not safe. Let my team do their job."

"That's my baby!" Lulu screamed, the words tearing from her raw throat. She struggled against his hold, her bare feet digging into the grass for leverage. Dirt wedged beneath her toenails as she pushed and twisted. "Let me go! She needs me! She's only two weeks old—she doesn't understand what's happening!"

The thought of her daughter awakening alone in her crib, surrounded by smoke and flames, was unbearable. Would she be crying? Would she be looking around for the mother who had promised never to leave her? The images tortured Lulu, each one worse than the last.

"Please," she begged, her struggles weakening not from acceptance but from the smoke inhalation that had left her dizzy and weak. "Please, save her. Please, get her out."

"We're doing everything we can," the firefighter holding her said, and something in his tone—a careful neutrality that avoided promise—made her fight harder.

"Get my baby!" she screamed toward the house, as if her voice could penetrate walls and flames to reach her child. "Mommy's here! Mommy's right here!"

Hal appeared beside her, his face streaked with soot and tears. His arms replaced the firefighter's, holding her back but with familiar desperation rather than professional restraint. They clung to each other, neither strong enough alone to withstand what was happening, neither able to offer comfort that the other could accept.

Through the open front door, Lulu could see firefighters moving within, their silhouettes backlit by flames, distorted by smoke. They called to each other in terse, technical language that meant nothing to her. What good were protocols and procedures when her child was burning? What use were careful assessments when every second might be the difference between life and death?

"The nursery is on the right!" she shouted again, her voice growing hoarse. "Second door! She's in the crib against the far wall!"

Whether anyone heard her or not, she couldn't tell. The noise was tremendous now—the hungry roar of the fire, the shouts of firefighters, the mechanical growl of equipment, the continued wail of sirens as more emergency vehicles arrived. Beneath it all, Lulu strained to hear the one sound that would mean salvation: a baby's cry.

The minutes stretched into an eternity. Lulu's eyes never left the house, watching with desperate hope each time a firefighter emerged, only to have that hope crushed when their arms were empty. Hal's grip on her had loosened, his attention caught by a fire captain who was asking him questions—about the layout of the house, about possible causes, about things that didn't matter because they weren't about saving their baby right now.

The baby monitor in her hand had grown slick with sweat, but she couldn't let go of it. It was the last connection to her daughter, the last physical link to the moment when everything had been safe and whole. She pressed it against her chest as if she could force it back to life, force it to transmit her daughter's sounds once more.

A sudden commotion near the house drew her attention. Firefighters were backing out the door, their movements urgent but controlled. Something was wrong—she could tell from the tension in their bodies, from the rapid hand signals they exchanged. Through the doorway, she could see that the fire had intensified, flames now visible where there had been only smoke before.

"What's happening?" she called out, her voice cracking. "Are they getting her? Did they find her?"

No one answered. The fire captain was speaking into his radio, his expression grim. More firefighters were retreating from the house, forming a perimeter around it. Lulu recognized the shift in tactics with a clarity that cut through her panic—they were switching from offense to defense, from rescue to containment.

"No," she whispered, the word a denial of what she was seeing. Then louder: "No! You can't stop looking! She's still in there! My baby is still in there!"

Breaking free from Hal's slackened grip, Lulu ran toward the house. Her bare feet barely felt the rough ground as she sprinted across the lawn. She made it halfway before arms caught her again, multiple sets this time, immovable as iron bars.

"You have to let them work," someone said in her ear. "It's too dangerous. The structure is compromised."

"I don't care! Let me go!" She thrashed in their grip, wild with a desperation beyond reason. "Mommy's coming!"

The crackling of the fire changed pitch, becoming a deeper, more ominous sound. Above it, Lulu heard something else—a groaning, splintering noise that seemed to come from within the bones of the house itself. She looked up just as the roof near the nursery sagged inward, timbers giving way with a sound like thunder.

"No! No! No!" Each word was a scream torn from the deepest part of her.

The firefighters' hold on her tightened as the house began to collapse in on itself. It happened both slowly and all at once—a terrible, inexorable surrender to gravity and flame. The second floor crumpled, walls folding inward, windows exploding outward in showers of glass and sparks. The sound was deafening, a roar that seemed to swallow everything else, even Lulu's screams.

Where the nursery had been was now only a churning mass of flame and debris, unrecognizable, uninhabitable, unsurvivable. The realization hit Lulu with physical force, driving the air from her lungs and the strength from her legs. She collapsed to her knees, the firefighters' hands now supporting rather than restraining her.

"My baby," she whispered, the word a prayer with no answer. Her arm stretched toward the ruined house as if she could still reach across the impossible distance, still pluck her child from the destruction. "My baby. My baby."

Around her, activity continued—firefighters directing hoses at the collapsed structure, paramedics approaching with oxygen and blankets, neighbors gathering in shocked clusters along the street. None of it penetrated the bubble of grief that had formed around her. In the space of minutes, her world had contracted to a single, unbearable truth: her daughter was gone.

Hal fell to his knees beside her, his body racked with sobs. He reached for her hand, but she couldn't feel his touch. She couldn't feel anything except the absence that was already carving out a hollow space inside her chest, an emptiness where her heart had been.

The firefighters had stepped back, removing their helmets in a gesture of respect and defeat. None would meet her eyes, their gazes fixed on the ground or on the still-burning ruins. Their silence was confirmation of what she already knew, more final than any words could be.

Lulu's scream when it came was not the frantic cry of before, but something deeper and more primal—a sound of pure anguish that seemed to rise from the broken pieces of her soul. It cut through the chaos around her, a single note of human suffering against the backdrop of mechanical sounds and crackling flames.

The baby monitor slipped from her nerveless fingers and fell to the grass. Like the device, Lulu had gone silent, her voice spent, her body hollow. She knelt on her front lawn, one arm still reaching toward the place where her child had been, while around her, the world continued its incomprehensible turning.

The firefighters lowered their heads, helmets clutched against their chests. In their faces, Lulu saw not just professional regret but genuine sorrow—human beings witnessing a loss they couldn't prevent, couldn't fix, could barely comprehend. Their inability to meet her gaze was the final punctuation mark on a sentence she couldn't bear to read: her child was beyond saving.

As dawn began to lighten the eastern sky—a cruel reminder that time continued its march forward—Lulu remained kneeling on the grass, her world reduced to ash and memory, the future she had imagined just hours ago now as destroyed as the home that had sheltered her family. The nursery she had created with such love, the crib that had held her most precious creation, the tiny body that had contained all her hopes—all were gone, consumed by flames that continued to burn long after there was anything left to save.


Part I


Brevard County Jail

Tuesday Morning


Chapter 1



The heavy steel door slammed shut behind me with a metallic clang that echoed through the cell block. I stood motionless, fighting the instinct to flinch at the finality of that sound. The air tasted stale—a mixture of industrial disinfectant and human desperation. A cramped cell stretched before me, eight-by-ten feet of concrete and steel that would be my home for now.

My eyes adjusted to the dim fluorescent lighting, taking inventory of my new accommodations: a metal toilet with no privacy screen, a small sink with a cloudy mirror, and a bunk bed with thin mattresses on steel frames. A woman lounged on the top bunk, watching me with predatory intensity. Track marks dotted her arms like a connect-the-dots puzzle, and her hair hung in unwashed strands around a face that might once have been pretty.

"Well, ain't you something," she drawled, eyes narrowing as she assessed me. "I'm Tanya. What're you in for, Red?"

I set my small bag of prison-issued toiletries on the bottom bunk, careful to keep my movements measured and deliberate. Twenty years in the FBI had taught me that body language speaks louder than words, especially in environments where weakness gets exploited.

"Tax evasion," I said, the story rolling off my tongue with practiced ease. "And aggravated assault on the arresting officer," I added the second charge with just the right hint of pride and defiance.

Tanya barked out a laugh. "Seriously? You don't look the type to throw hands with a cop."

I shrugged, arranging my few possessions in the small space allotted to me. "He put his hands where they didn't belong. I broke three of his fingers."

"Feisty," Tanya said, her tone shifting slightly. "How long you in for?"

"Three years," I answered, making eye contact briefly before looking away. Too much eye contact read as a challenge; too little read as fear. I needed to strike the perfect balance—strong enough to avoid becoming a target, but not so strong I'd be seen as competition.

"First time inside?" Tanya persisted, swinging her legs over the edge of the bunk.

"Yeah."

"You'll learn quick. First thing—everyone wants something: information, protection, contraband." She leaned forward, lowering her voice. "What I want is simple. Keep your shit tidy and don't snore. Do that, and we'll get along fine."

I nodded, recognizing the olive branch for what it was. "Fair enough."

"So, what's your story, Red? You got people on the outside?"

My daughter's face flashed in my mind—Christine, hollow-eyed with grief, clutching an empty baby blanket. The rage that had been simmering inside me for weeks threatened to bubble up, but I tamped it down.

"No one who matters," I said flatly. "You?"

"Boyfriend. He's supposed to be taking care of my kid, but who knows?" Tanya flopped back on her mattress. "Probably got her with his mama while he's out chasing tail."

I made a noncommittal noise, feigning disinterest, as I filed the information away. Everyone had pressure points. If I needed leverage with Tanya later, I now had a place to start.

A guard rapped his baton against the bars, making me jump despite my efforts to appear calm.

"Yard time, ladies! Move your asses!"

Prisoners began filing out of their cells, forming a loose line in the corridor. I fell in behind Tanya, noting which inmates clustered together, which walked alone, which seemed afraid. Prison hierarchy established itself quickly, and I needed to understand the power dynamics if I was going to navigate them successfully.

The yard was a concrete rectangle surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Inmates dispersed to their usual spots like particles aligning to a magnetic field. I scanned the area methodically, identifying the apparent territories: Hispanic women gathered near the basketball court, a group of younger white inmates claimed the weight bench, and black women dominated the picnic tables nearest the fence line.

And there, sitting at a table slightly apart from the others, was Susan Holt—"Razor Sue." Even if I hadn't memorized her mugshot, I would have known she was someone important from the way others gave her space. She sat with her back to the wall, two women flanking her like sentries. Her hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail. The sun caught the thin scar along her jawline as she turned her head, tracking movements across the yard with steel-gray eyes that missed nothing.

Susan's gaze landed on me briefly, then moved on without interest. I was just another new inmate, unremarkable and unthreatening. That would need to change.

I leaned against the fence, affecting boredom while continuing my surveillance. The guards patrolled the perimeter, but I noticed they gave Susan's table a wider berth than strictly necessary. One guard even nodded slightly in her direction—a gesture so subtle most wouldn't catch it. Susan's influence extended beyond the inmate population.

As I watched, a young woman approached Susan's table with her head bowed, spoke a few words, and handed over what looked like a pack of cigarettes. Susan accepted this offering with a regal nod, said something that made the young woman flush with apparent relief, and waved her away.

My throat tightened as I observed this exchange. Susan was the key to finding Elaine, who was the key to finding Ellie Marie. My granddaughter was out there somewhere, taken from the hospital nursery three weeks ago by a nurse who had walked out with her as casually as if she'd been carrying a bag of trash. The security footage showed Susan’s sister, Elaine Wilkins, with her calm face as she cradled the pink bundle against her chest, stepped into an elevator, and disappeared.

The FBI was hunting Elaine through official channels, but they were hitting walls at every turn. Meanwhile, my daughter Christine woke up screaming every night, reaching for a baby who wasn't there. I'd made a promise over my granddaughter's empty crib—I would find her, no matter what it took, even if it meant throwing away the rulebook, even if it meant walking into Brevard County Jail as an inmate rather than an agent.

I took a deep breath of the dusty yard air. Susan Holt held my granddaughter's fate in her calloused hands, whether she knew it or not. Somehow, I had to make her talk.


Chapter 2



The next day, I studied the lunch line with the precision of a chess player evaluating the board. I couldn’t move too fast. A few days wasn't enough time to make my move on Susan Holt directly—that would read as suspicious. I needed a natural way to position myself closer to her sphere of influence. My gaze settled on a heavyset woman with faded gang tattoos snaking up her neck, standing four people ahead of me in line. Perfect. The woman had a reputation for a hair-trigger temper—Tanya told me—but wasn't connected enough to cause serious problems. As we shuffled forward toward the steam tables of questionable food, I maneuvered myself just so, anticipating the woman's movements and timing my own.

The cafeteria hummed with the controlled chaos of incarcerated life—plastic trays clacking against metal, the squeak of cheap sneakers on linoleum, conversations held in low, guarded tones. Susan sat at her table near the eastern wall, her back protected, her sightlines clear. Two tables away was my target—close enough to be useful, far enough that my interest wouldn't seem obvious.

I edged forward, deliberately stepping into the space where the tattooed woman would turn. When she pivoted with her tray, I made sure our shoulders connected, hard enough to jostle her but not enough to spill her food. That would have triggered a full-scale fight, which wasn't my goal.

"Watch yourself," she snarled, dark eyes flashing.

I feigned surprise, then let my expression harden into something defensive. "You backed into me."

"You calling me a liar?" She set her tray down with deliberate slowness. Around us, conversations dimmed as other inmates sensed the brewing confrontation.

I shrugged, the picture of reluctant defiance. "I'm just saying what happened."

The first punch came fast but telegraphed—she drew her right shoulder back before throwing her weight forward. I could have slipped it cleanly, countered with an elbow strike that would have dropped her instantly. Instead, I jerked awkwardly to the side, making the dodge look like clumsy luck. Her fist grazed my cheek, enough to sting but not enough to do damage.

"That all you got?" I taunted, my voice pitched to carry just far enough.

She lunged again, this time aiming lower. I twisted, absorbing part of the blow against my ribs while appearing to stumble back into the table I'd been eyeing. Trays clattered, women cursed and scattered, and suddenly I had prime position—and an audience.

The tattooed woman advanced again, but before she could reach me, a guard's whistle pierced the air.

"Break it up!" the guard shouted, baton at the ready. "Rodriguez, back off or it's solitary!"

Rodriguez—so that was her name—hesitated, weighing the satisfaction of continuing against the threat of isolation. Self-preservation won out. She spat on the floor near my feet, muttered something about finishing this later, and retreated to the far side of the cafeteria.

I righted my tray and claimed a seat at my newly won table, breathing harder than the brief exertion warranted. The performance was for Susan Holt's benefit—I wanted to appear capable but untrained, someone who could handle themselves but wasn't a threat to her authority.

As I picked at my tasteless mashed potatoes, I felt Susan's gaze on me like a physical touch. I resisted the urge to look directly at her, instead keeping my head down while tracking her in my peripheral vision. She was evaluating, recalculating whatever assessment she'd initially made of me. Good.

The remainder of the meal passed without incident, but something had shifted. Other inmates glanced my way with newfound curiosity. I'd made myself visible, moved up one rung in the complex hierarchy of prison life. It wasn't much, but it was a start.

When the yard buzzer sounded, I filed out with the others, conscious of Susan's eyes tracking my movement across the concrete expanse. I found a spot against the fence where I could observe. My ribs ached slightly where I'd allowed Rodriguez's punch to connect—a small price to pay for progress.

That night, lying on my bunk and staring at the stained ceiling tiles, I let my thoughts drift back three weeks to where this nightmare had begun. The hospital hallway had been chaos—alarms blaring, security guards running, my daughter Christine collapsing against me as her legs gave out.

"She's gone," Christine had sobbed, her fingers digging into my arms hard enough to bruise. "Someone took Ellie. They took my baby."

I'd switched instantly from grandmother to FBI agent, barking orders for a lockdown, demanding access to security footage, calling in my team. Matt had been with me all the time, his face grim as he coordinated with local police. Christine had sat motionless in a hospital bed, shock setting in as she clutched the small blanket that was all she had left of her daughter.


Chapter 3



THEN:

Clarissa Jones weaved through the crush of students in the east hallway, her mind already three periods ahead. The weight of her psychology textbook pressed against her spine through her backpack, a constant reminder of the AP assignment waiting for her attention. She brushed a strand of wavy brown hair from her face and checked her calendar, mentally calculating the hours left to finalize her Northwestern application. The blue lockers lining the hallway blurred in her peripheral vision as she quickened her pace.

"Developmental theory of attachment," she whispered to herself, going through her notes. "Bowlby proposed that children develop attachment to caregivers in four phases…." The hallway smelled of floor cleaner and the lingering scent of someone's cologne—too much of it—that hung in the air like an unwelcome guest.

Glass trophy cases reflected fluorescent light onto the polished floor, showcasing the school's achievements: debate team victories, basketball championships, and academic decathlon medals. Clarissa walked past them without looking up. She'd contributed to those cases—two debate trophies had her name engraved on small silver plates—but right now, her future beyond these walls consumed her thoughts.

"Clarissa! RISSA!"

The voice pierced her concentration. She looked up to see Amelia Henderson barreling toward her, a human tornado in a bright yellow sweater, bracelets jangling with each animated movement of her arms. Behind her trailed Madison, Tyler, and Zach—all wearing identical expressions of barely contained excitement.

"What?" Clarissa asked, unable to keep the mild irritation from her voice. "I have to get to MacPherson's class, and you know how she is about⁠—"

"You have to see her!" Amelia exclaimed. "I swear to God, it's the craziest thing ever!"

Clarissa took a step back, refocusing on the blurry image. "See who?"

"Your twin!" Madison chimed in, bouncing slightly on her toes, her dark curls bobbing with the movement.

Tyler nodded vigorously. "Freshman. Jessica something. She literally could be you from three years ago."

"It's true," Zach insisted. "It's everything. Her eyes, her face shape, even that little birthmark thing behind her ear. Tyler noticed it in bio when she pulled her hair up."

A strange feeling prickled at the base of Clarissa's neck. She unconsciously reached to touch the crescent-shaped birthmark behind her own right ear—her self-proclaimed good luck charm since childhood. Her fingers found it, tracing its familiar outline.

"Everyone has lookalikes," she said, her voice steadier than she suddenly felt. "It's just… genetics or whatever. Law of averages."

"No, this is different," Amelia persisted. Her bracelets clinked together as she grabbed Clarissa's arm. "She even does that thing you do—that thing with her hair when she's thinking."

"What thing?" Clarissa asked, even as her fingers found themselves twisting a specific strand of hair around her index finger—the nervous habit her mother always teased her about.

"That! That exact thing!" Amelia pointed triumphantly. "You have to meet her. We could arrange it somehow, maybe after school near the⁠—"

The warning bell cut through their conversation, its shrill tone echoing down the corridor. Students around them quickened their pace, the hallway becoming a current of bodies all moving with sudden purpose.

"I need to get to class," Clarissa said, grateful for the interruption. "MacPherson already has it in for me after I questioned her interpretation of Freudian theory last week."

"But—" Amelia started.

"Actually…" Clarissa began, unconsciously slipping into her habit of correction, "I'm not interested in stalking some freshman just because you all think she looks like me. There are more important things happening right now."

She adjusted the strap on her backpack, which had been digging into her shoulder, and took a step back from the group. The weight of her future pressed down on her more heavily than her textbooks—Northwestern application, psychology paper, debate team finals, and college interviews. A random lookalike was the least of her concerns.

"Fine," Amelia sighed dramatically, her expression shifting to the wounded puppy look she'd perfected since sixth grade. "But when you finally see her and freak out, remember I tried to prepare you."

"I'll manage the trauma somehow," Clarissa replied dryly, but offered a small smile to soften her words. Despite her dismissal, something about the conversation left an odd feeling in her stomach—a hollow sensation she couldn't quite name.

As she turned to continue down the hallway, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in one of the trophy cases—her deep blue eyes staring back, suddenly questioning. The final bell would ring in less than a minute. She pushed the thought away and quickened her pace, mentally returning to her psychology terms.

"Attachment theory," she murmured under her breath as she slipped into the classroom just as the final bell began to sound. "Four phases: pre-attachment, attachment-in-making, clear-cut attachment, and reciprocal relationships."

She slid into her seat and pulled out her notebook, but found herself unconsciously touching the crescent birthmark behind her ear once more, her mind momentarily elsewhere despite her best efforts to focus.
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The front door of the Jones family home creaked in its familiar way as Clarissa pushed it open. She dropped her backpack by the doormat, where it slumped against the wall like an exhausted pet. The house smelled of garlic and roasting chicken—her mother's go-to Wednesday dinner. Through the open window, the rhythmic squeak of the porch swing provided a counterpoint to the soft hum from the kitchen. Clarissa rolled her shoulders, releasing the tension from carrying textbooks all day, and moved toward the sound of her mother's voice.

LaToya Jones stood at the counter, dicing carrots with practiced precision. Her dark hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, a few strands escaping around her face. She glanced up as Clarissa entered, her warm brown eyes crinkling at the corners.

"There's my girl," she said, her Southern accent warming the words like honey. "How was school?"

"The usual." Clarissa opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water. "Mr. Harmon changed the essay prompt again, so I have to rework my entire outline."

She twisted the cap off, the plastic cracking in the quiet kitchen. Outside, the October wind rustled through the maple tree in their yard, its half-bare branches scratching against the kitchen window like hesitant fingers.

"You'll figure it out." LaToya scraped the carrots into a waiting pot. "You always do."

Clarissa leaned against the counter, watching her mother's movements. LaToya's wedding ring caught the light as she worked, the simple band her father had replaced with something more substantial on their tenth anniversary. Her mother never took it off—not even when her fingers swelled during the humid summers.

The front door opened again, bringing with it the sound of heavy footsteps and the jingle of keys.

"Ladies, I'm home," Pete Jones called out, his voice echoing through the modest house.

Clarissa heard the familiar sound of her father's jacket being hung on the wooden hook by the door, followed by the soft thud of his work boots being kicked off. He appeared in the kitchen doorway a moment later, his stocky frame filling the space. The lines around his green eyes deepened as he smiled, small flecks of sawdust still clinging to his graying temples.

"How're my favorite women?" he asked, crossing to kiss LaToya on the cheek before ruffling Clarissa's hair.

"Hungry," Clarissa replied with a small smile, ducking away from his hand.

"Dinner's in ten," LaToya said, checking the oven. "Pete, would you set the table? Rissa, make the salad?"

They moved around each other in the familiar choreography of weeknight dinner preparations. Pete pulled plates from the cabinet, the ceramic clinking softly as he set them on the small oak table that had been a wedding gift from LaToya's mother. Clarissa tore lettuce into a wooden bowl, adding cherry tomatoes and cucumber slices while her father filled glasses with ice water.

Twenty minutes later, the entire family, including Clarissa’s younger sister and brother, sat around the table, passing dishes in their usual order: clockwise, starting with whoever had the longest day. Tonight, by silent agreement, that was Pete.

"Supply chain issues are killing me," he said, spooning green beans onto his plate. "Had a customer wait three weeks for a special-order fixture, only to have it arrive damaged. Supplier says it's the shipping company's fault, shipping company blames the packaging."

"Did you call that distributor in Memphis?" LaToya asked, cutting her chicken into careful, even pieces.

Pete nodded, his mouth full. Clarissa half-listened to their conversation, pushing a green bean around her plate. The discussion from school lingered in her mind, curiosity slowly replacing her earlier dismissal.

During a lull in the conversation, she looked up. "Something weird happened at school today."

Her parents glanced at her, LaToya with an encouraging smile, Pete pausing with his fork halfway to his mouth.

"Everyone's freaking out about this freshman who apparently looks exactly like me," she said, stabbing at her green beans. "Amelia practically ambushed me in the hallway to tell me."

LaToya's laugh sounded warm and easy. "Everyone has a doppelgänger somewhere, honey. There are supposedly seven people in the world who look just like you."

Something in her mother's tone made Clarissa look up. LaToya was smiling, but her fingers had tightened around her fork, knuckles slightly white against the silver.

"What was this girl's name?" Pete asked, his voice carefully casual. His fingers had begun tapping against the table, a habit he fell into when negotiating prices with difficult suppliers.

"Jessica something," Clarissa replied, watching him. "I don't know her last name."

Pete's fork paused midway to his mouth. He placed it down carefully on his plate, the metal making a soft clink against the ceramic. His eyes darted briefly to LaToya before he cleared his throat.

"How's that Northwestern application coming?" he asked, shifting in his chair. "Did you finish the essay about your debate experience?"

The change of subject was abrupt enough for Clarissa to notice. Her father usually let conversations flow naturally, proud of what he called his "salesman's ear" for listening.

"Almost done," she answered, still studying his face. "Just need to tighten the conclusion."

"You know, I was thinking," Pete continued, his voice picking up enthusiasm that sounded slightly forced. "Maybe this weekend we could drive up to Northwestern, get another feel for the campus. What do you think, LaToya?"

Her mother nodded quickly. "That's a wonderful idea. The fall colors should be beautiful right now."

Clarissa watched as her parents exchanged another look—brief but loaded with something she couldn't decipher. The conversation moved on to college plans, their earlier discomfort seemingly forgotten as they discussed potential majors and campus housing options.

After dinner, Clarissa loaded the dishwasher while her parents settled in the living room, the evening news providing background noise. As she placed the last glass on the rack, her eyes drifted to the mantelpiece visible through the doorway. Family photos lined the wooden shelf—her parents' wedding, each of the children’s first day of kindergarten, last year's family trip to the Grand Canyon.

She dried her hands and walked closer, picking up a silver-framed photo from her thirteenth birthday. In it, she stood between her parents, her smile wide despite the braces she'd hated. LaToya had her arm around Clarissa's shoulders, their heights nearly matched even then. Pete towered behind them, his hands resting protectively on both their shoulders.

Clarissa studied her own face in the photograph—the deep blue eyes she'd always assumed came from some distant relative, since neither parent nor siblings shared their distinctive color. The wavy brown hair that never quite behaved the way her mother's or her sister’s did.

She replaced the frame carefully, her fingers lingering on the edge. Somewhere in the school, a freshman named Jessica walked the halls with her face, her expressions, perhaps even her mannerisms. The thought settled uncomfortably in her stomach as she turned away from the photographs, a small seed of something unnamed beginning to take root.


Chapter 4



The prison intercom crackled with static before a disembodied voice announced the end of the recreation period. I turned on my thin mattress, wincing as my shoulder protested the movement. Three days on laundry detail had left my muscles knotted and sore, but the physical discomfort was nothing compared to the weight pressing against my chest. The tinny sound of the announcement faded, but its echo triggered something in my memory—another intercom, another sterile building, three weeks ago—before everything fell apart.

I closed my eyes against the harsh fluorescent light of the cell, and the prison walls dissolved around me.

I remember Matt putting his hand on my shoulder for comfort. That’s when I realized I was shaking. We were talking to the security guard moments after we arrived and realized that Ellie was gone. Matt spoke with his usual calmness, and only I could hear the slight tremble to his voice. "What do we have so far?"

The security guard, a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a nameplate that read "Jimenez," gestured toward the screens. "We've got the nurse on multiple cameras. She used her employee badge to access the nursery at 12:05, about forty-five minutes after the birth. The baby was there for standard post-delivery monitoring."

He tapped a few keys, and the screen filled with footage of a small woman in light blue scrubs approaching the nursery door. Her movements were unhurried, her demeanor professional. She swiped her badge, the door unlocked with a flash of green light, and she stepped inside.

"Each badge has specific clearances," Jimenez explained. "Maternity nurses can access the nursery, labor and delivery rooms, and medication storage. The system logs every door they open, but it doesn't flag anything unless they try to enter a restricted area."

"Show me when she takes the baby," I said, my voice clipped.

The guard fast-forwarded through several minutes of footage, then slowed as Elaine reappeared in the nursery camera view. She checked a clipboard, then approached a bassinet labeled "Thomas" in clear view of the camera. My breath caught as I glimpsed the tiny form of my granddaughter, swaddled in hospital blankets.

With practiced efficiency, Elaine lifted Ellie from the bassinet, checking the ID bracelet against her chart. She rewrapped the baby in a pink blanket she pulled from a drawer, her movements precise and methodical. Nothing in her body language suggested nervousness or hesitation—just the routine actions of a professional nurse.

"Stop there," I instructed, pointing at the screen. "Zoom in on her face."

The technician complied, and Elaine Wilkins' features filled the monitor—pale skin, hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, unremarkable features that would blend into any crowd. But it was her eyes that caught my attention—flat and devoid of the warmth nurses typically displayed when handling newborns.

"She's not wearing any personal items," I noted. "No wedding ring, no visible jewelry, no personalized pins on her uniform."

Matt leaned closer to the screen. "Making herself forgettable. Classic disappearing technique."

The footage continued, showing Elaine carrying Ellie from the nursery into the corridor. She nodded to a passing doctor, exchanged brief words with another nurse, and continued toward the elevator. Not once did her expression change or her pace falter.

The cameras tracked her progress through the hospital—down the main elevator, across the lobby, and out through a side entrance that led to the staff parking area. The last frame showed her approaching a white sedan, Ellie cradled against her chest.

"That's the last visual we have," Jimenez said. "Her car was found abandoned in the long-term parking garage at the airport. Keys still in the ignition."

I straightened, turning to Matt. "Run her credentials through the Bureau database. I want everything—employment history, known associates, family members, and financial records. If she has a parking ticket from ten years ago, I want to know about it."

Matt nodded, already pulling out his phone. "I'm on it. I'll also get a team to her listed address."

"I'll interview the staff who worked with her," I said. "Starting with Nurse Stevens, whom I spoke with when I got here."

I found Carla Stevens in the staff break room, sitting alone at a table with an untouched cup of coffee between her hands. Her uniform was impeccably pressed despite the day's chaos, her auburn hair pulled back in a tight bun. Only the slight tremor in her hands betrayed her distress.

"Nurse Stevens," I said, taking the seat across from her. "I need to ask you some questions about Elaine Wilkins."

Her green eyes met mine, rimmed with exhaustion. "I still can't believe it," she said. "Elaine, of all people. She was so… competent."

"How long had she been working here?" I kept my voice neutral and professional, though I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and demand every detail that might lead to my granddaughter.

"Just three months," Carla replied, her fingers tightening around the coffee cup. "She transferred from a hospital in Tampa, at least that's what she told us. Had excellent references. I checked them myself."

I pulled out a small notebook, making notes even though I'd remember every word. The action created a subtle psychological barrier, reminding Carla that this was an official interview. "Tell me about her interactions with the staff. Did she make friends? Keep to herself?"

"Kept to herself, mostly." Carla's gaze drifted to the window, then back to me. "Professional but not warm, if that makes sense. She never joined us for lunch or after-shift drinks."

"Did she ever discuss her personal life? Family? Relationships?"

Carla shook her head. "Not really. Once she mentioned a sister she wasn't close to. That's all I remember."

I nodded, making another note. "Did anything about her behavior change recently? Any unusual requests for schedule changes, access to specific patients, or areas of the hospital?"

Something flickered across Carla's face—recognition, then concern. "She did volunteer for extra shifts in maternity this past month. We were short-staffed, so no one questioned it." Her voice dropped. "And last week, she asked specifically about security protocols for the nursery. Said she was concerned about a news story about a baby being taken from a hospital in Georgia."

My pen stilled over the notebook. "What exactly did she want to know?"

"How the alarm system worked and when security did their rounds." Carla's eyes widened as the implications sank in. "Oh, God, she was planning this, wasn't she? And I just told her everything."

I kept my expression carefully controlled, though my pulse quickened. "You couldn't have known. Does anything else seem odd in retrospect?"

Tears welled in Carla's eyes. "I'm so sorry. If I'd been more diligent⁠—"

I cut her off, not out of cruelty but necessity. Time was slipping away, and sympathy wouldn't find Ellie. "I need employee records, her application forms, copies of her references, everything you have on file. And a list of everyone she interacted with regularly."

As Carla nodded and rose to gather the documents, I allowed myself a moment of cold, focused anger. Elaine Wilkins had planned this meticulously, embedding herself in the hospital for the specific purpose of taking my granddaughter.

The question was why. And the answer, I was certain, would lead me to her.


Chapter 5



The corridor back to Christine's room felt miles long, each step weighted with dread. Hospital staff pressed themselves against the walls as I passed, their eyes averted as if my grief might be contagious. I paused outside room 214, steadying myself with one hand against the doorframe. The professional mask I'd maintained in the security office and during Carla's interview threatened to slip. Behind this door wasn't a victim's family member I could comfort with practiced phrases. Behind this door was my daughter, hollow-eyed and broken, waiting for me to make this nightmare end.

I pushed the door open gently, and the scene inside drove the air from my lungs. Christine sat motionless on the bed, her legs dangling over the side, staring at the empty bassinet as if willing her daughter to reappear through sheer force of longing. The blinds were half-drawn, casting striped shadows across her face. Her hospital gown was rumpled and spotted with small rust-colored stains—dried blood from the birth just hours earlier. Her red hair, so like mine before the silver threads had appeared, hung in limp tangles around her face, still damp with sweat and tears.

She looked up when I entered, and the raw hope in her eyes was almost my undoing. "Did they find her?" she whispered, her voice cracked and thin from screaming. "Do they know where Ellie is?"

I crossed the room and sat beside her, taking her cold hands in mine. They were a mother's hands now, though she'd barely had time to hold her child. "Not yet," I said, gentleness coating the bitter truth. "But we will. I promise you, Christine, we will find her."

At my words, something inside her seemed to collapse. She fell against me, her fingers clutching at the lapels of my jacket with desperate strength, her body convulsing with sobs that seemed torn from somewhere primal and wounded. I held her tightly, one hand cradling the back of her head as I had when she was small.

"Why?" she gasped between sobs. "Why would someone take her? She's just a baby. My baby." Her words dissolved into incoherent sounds of grief that needed no translation.

I rocked her gently, my own eyes burning with unshed tears I couldn't afford to release. "I don't know yet," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "But I will find out."

"She needs me," Christine whispered against my shoulder. "She'll be scared. She won't understand where I am." Fresh sobs racked her body. "She might think I abandoned her."

The thought sliced through me like a physical pain. Ellie was too young to form such thoughts, but the image of my granddaughter crying for her mother, confused and frightened, sent a surge of rage through my veins so potent I could taste it—metallic and sharp at the back of my throat.

"She knows your voice," I said softly. "She knows your smell. And we're going to bring her back to you before she has time to forget."

Christine pulled back slightly, her face blotched red from crying, her eyes swollen and desperate. "Find her, Mom," she pleaded, her fingers digging into my arms hard enough to bruise. "Please, find her."

In that moment, something inside me shifted—a realignment of priorities, a hardening of resolve. I had always been good at compartmentalizing, at separating FBI Agent Thomas from Eva Rae, the mother. But as I looked into my daughter's devastated face, I knew those barriers had dissolved. I would find Ellie with every resource at my disposal, every contact I'd cultivated over twenty years with the Bureau, every favor I was owed. And if official channels failed, I would use the unofficial ones without hesitation or remorse.

"I will," I promised, and they weren't just words of comfort—it was a vow carved in stone. "No matter what it takes."

A soft knock at the door interrupted us. Matt stood in the doorway, his face grim, a tablet computer clutched in his hand. His eyes met mine over Christine's head, conveying that he had information—not good news, but pieces of the puzzle.

"Matt," I said gently, "You found something?"

Christine sobbed quietly, her energy spent, her body sagging with exhaustion. I helped her lie back on the hospital bed, arranging the thin blanket over her legs. Her eyelids drooped, the combination of physical trauma from childbirth and emotional shock claiming her consciousness despite her will to stay awake.

Matt approached the bed, keeping his voice low. "Christine, I promise you we're doing everything possible to find your daughter. Every available agent has been called in."

Christine's eyes fixed on him with fierce intensity despite her exhaustion. "Tell me when you know something. Anything."

"You have my word," Matt assured her.

I squeezed Christine's hand. "Rest if you can. I need to speak with Matt for a moment, but I'll be right outside."

She nodded weakly, her eyelids fluttering. I pressed a kiss to her forehead, then followed Matt into the corridor, pulling the door nearly closed behind us. The sounds of the hospital—call buttons, distant voices, the squeak of cart wheels on linoleum—created a surreal backdrop to the nightmare unfolding around us.

"What do we know?" I asked, my voice dropping to ensure Christine couldn't hear.

Matt swiped through screens on his tablet. "Elaine Wilkins’s apartment was cleared out—neighbors say a moving company came three days ago. Her cell phone was found in the hospital parking lot, wiped clean of fingerprints."

"She planned her exit," I said. "What about family?"

"That's where it gets interesting." Matt lowered his voice further. "She has a sister, Susan Holt, currently serving twenty years at Brevard County Jail for armed robbery. Records show Elaine visited her three times in the past month."

My pulse quickened. "Three visits in a month?"

"She usually only comes once a month," Matt confirmed. "Something changed recently."

"Or something was planned," I murmured. "I want to see the visitor logs, hear the recorded conversations if they exist."

"Already requested," Matt said. "But Eva…." He hesitated, glancing at Christine's door. "This isn't random. The timing, the preparation. Elaine Wilkins targeted Christine specifically."

The words settled over me like a physical weight. If Ellie had been targeted, it meant someone had targeted Christine, or possibly me. This wasn't a random crime of opportunity—it was personal.

A soft whimper came from the hospital room, and I glanced back to see that Christine had fallen into an uneasy sleep, her face still contracted with grief even in unconsciousness. Her hand clutched at the empty air beside her, searching for a baby who wasn't there.

I turned back to Matt, and something in my expression made him take a small step back.

"I'm going to find her," I said, my voice low and fierce. "And I don't care what lines I have to cross to do it."

Matt studied me for a long moment before nodding, his eyes communicating that he understood exactly what I meant—that the rulebook was about to become a suggestion rather than a mandate. "What do you need from me?"

"Everything on Susan Holt. I want to know who she talks to, who she writes to, every detail of her life inside. And I need it yesterday."

As Christine's soft cries filtered through the partially closed door, I made my silent, unbreakable vow. I would bring Ellie home to her mother. And whoever had orchestrated this would pay a price so steep they'd wish they'd never heard the name Eva Rae Thomas.


Chapter 6



THEN:

The morning after Amelia's revelation, Clarissa pushed through the main hallway of Pinewood Heights High School with renewed purpose, her AP Psychology textbook clutched against her chest like armor. She'd dismissed yesterday's talk as ridiculous teenage drama, yet found herself scanning the crowded corridor, eyes flicking from face to face with unwelcome curiosity. The hallway pulsed with the usual morning chaos—locker doors slamming, overlapping conversations, sophomores laughing too loudly at inside jokes—all of it merging into a wall of sound that matched the rhythm of her quickening heartbeat.

"Northwestern deadline, debate prep, psych paper," she murmured under her breath, a mantra to redirect her focus. The weight of her future pressed down more heavily than her overstuffed backpack. She didn't have time for Amelia's wild theories about doppelgängers.

The air in the hallway hung thick with competing scents—someone's too-sweet perfume, the industrial cleaner the janitor used after yesterday's milk spill, and the lingering aroma of something burnt in the cafeteria. Clarissa weaved between a cluster of freshman boys comparing video game scores, their voices cracking mid-sentence in that particular way that marked their recent transition to high school. A bulletin board on her right shouted with colorful announcements—basketball tryouts, debate club schedule changes, college application workshop dates circled in aggressive red marker.

She glanced at her watch. Seven minutes until American History, and she needed to ask Mr. Harmon about the revised essay prompt. If she cut through the language arts wing instead of taking her usual route….

Clarissa pivoted sharply, head down, mentally plotting the quickest path to the west stairwell. She rounded the corner at full speed, colliding hard with someone moving equally fast in the opposite direction. Her psychology textbook tumbled to the floor with a dull thud as she stumbled back, apology already forming on her lips.

"I'm so sorry, I wasn't—" The words died in her throat as she looked up.

Time seemed to slow, the hallway noise fading to a distant hum. Clarissa found herself staring into a pair of deep blue eyes—the exact shade of her own, set in a face that mirrored hers with unsettling precision. The girl before her had the same wavy brown hair, though cut slightly shorter. The same heart-shaped face.

It was like looking in a mirror.

Neither of them moved. Around them, students continued to flow through the hallway, some glancing curiously at the two frozen figures, others too absorbed in their own conversations to notice.

"You're her," the girl finally said, her voice a softer, slightly higher version of Clarissa's own. "You're the senior they said I look like."

Clarissa couldn't speak. Her pulse thudded in her ears as she took in every detail of the girl standing before her. Three years younger, yes—her face retaining softness that Clarissa's had begun to lose—but the resemblance was undeniable. Not just a passing similarity that could be dismissed with a laugh, but something deeper, more fundamental—like looking at an old photograph of herself.

"I'm Jessica," the girl offered when Clarissa remained silent. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, exposing the right side of her head.

The mirrored movement sent a chill down Clarissa's spine.

"I'm Clarissa," she finally managed. "Clarissa Jones."

"I know," Jessica replied with a small, uncertain smile. "People have been telling me about you since orientation. They said we could be sisters."

Sisters. The word echoed in Clarissa's mind, bringing with it a strange sense of rightness that she immediately tried to suppress. This was just a coincidence—a statistical anomaly. There was a scientific explanation for this moment that had nothing to do with the uncomfortable questions suddenly pressing against the edges of her thoughts.

Someone bumped into Clarissa from behind, breaking the spell. She bent down to retrieve her textbook, needing a moment to compose herself. Jessica crouched down at the same time, their hands nearly touching as they both reached for the book.

"I should get your number," Jessica said suddenly, straightening up. "I mean—if that's okay? People are going to keep talking about us anyway. Maybe we should… talk?"

"Yeah," Clarissa heard herself say, though a part of her wanted to walk away, to pretend this encounter had never happened. "That makes sense."

They exchanged numbers just before the warning bell rang, its shrill tone cutting through the moment. Students around them quickened their pace, the hallway suddenly a river of bodies moving with renewed purpose.

"I have to get to English," Jessica said, taking a step back. "Mrs. Winters gives detention if you're even a minute late."

"Still does that, huh?" Clarissa replied automatically, remembering her own freshman year with the notoriously punctual teacher.

Jessica smiled—a lopsided grin that Clarissa had seen countless times in her own reflection—before turning to join the flow of students heading toward the language arts wing.

Clarissa stood rooted to the spot, watching as Jessica's brown waves disappeared into the crowd. A strange sensation washed over her, like remembering a dream upon waking—that peculiar feeling of something simultaneously foreign and deeply familiar. Not just déjà vu, but something more fundamental, as though a puzzle piece she hadn't known was missing had suddenly revealed its absence.

"Jessica," she whispered to herself, the name feeling both strange and important on her tongue. She touched her birthmark once more, the small crescent warming beneath her fingertips as the final bell sent her hurrying toward her own class, her mind replaying the encounter with each step.
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The cafeteria's fluorescent lights cast an unflattering glow over the mystery meat special as Clarissa pushed it around her tray with disinterest. Her appetite had vanished somewhere between second-period calculus and her hallway encounter with Jessica. Four hours later, she still felt the ghost of that moment—the shock of recognition, the unsettling symmetry of their movements as they'd both reached for the same birthmark at the same time. She'd managed to focus through her morning classes through sheer force of will, but now, with nothing demanding her immediate attention, the questions she'd been suppressing bubbled to the surface like air pockets in drying concrete.

The clattering of trays and overlapping conversations created a dull roar around her. Someone dropped a plastic cup at the far end of the room, and a cheer went up from the junior table—normal lunch chaos. Everything was exactly the same as yesterday, except nothing felt the same at all.

"Earth to Clarissa!" Amelia dropped her tray across the table with a clatter, her curly blonde hair bouncing as she slid onto the bench. Her eyes were wide with barely contained excitement. "You look like you've seen a ghost. Did you talk to her? Tell me everything!"

Clarissa set down her fork. "How did you know?"

"Are you kidding? The whole school's talking about it." Amelia leaned forward, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper that wasn't actually much quieter than her normal speaking voice. "Brianna saw you two by the language wing this morning. She said you both looked like you'd been electrocuted."

"We literally just bumped into each other," Clarissa said, attempting a casual shrug that felt mechanical. "It was nothing dramatic."

"Nothing dramatic?" Amelia's eyebrows shot up as she stabbed at her salad. "You finally meet your clone, and you're calling it nothing?"

"She's not my clone," Clarissa said, the words coming out sharper than she intended. "We just… look similar."

Amelia fixed her with a look that said she wasn't buying it. "Similar? It’s beyond that. It's identical. Same eyes, same hair, same little moon thing behind your ear." She leaned even closer, her voice dropping genuinely quiet for the first time. "It's too weird to be coincidental. Are you sure you're not adopted?"

The question hit Clarissa like a physical blow, unexpected and jarring. She blinked, a flash of her parents' strange reaction at dinner the previous night surfacing in her memory. The way her father had changed the subject so abruptly when she'd mentioned Jessica.

"Of course, I'm not adopted," Clarissa said, forcing a laugh that sounded hollow even to her own ears. "Mom tells the story of her thirty-six-hour labor every birthday. She says she earned the right to embarrass me forever after that."

"Yeah, but⁠—" 

"And there are baby photos," Clarissa continued, cutting Amelia off. "Albums full of them." She could picture the familiar images as she described them—the ones she'd seen so many times they felt like her own memories rather than just photographs.

"Okay, but hear me out," Amelia said, undeterred. She set down her fork and ticked points off on her fingers. "One: you have those crazy blue eyes that neither of your parents or other siblings have. Two: Jessica has the exact same eyes. Three: You both have that weird crescent birthmark in the exact same place. Four: your face shape, nose, even the way you move your hands when you talk—it's all identical."

"Genetic traits can skip generations," Clarissa replied, her fork scraping loudly against her tray. "My grandmother had blue eyes. And birthmarks aren't hereditary anyway."

"But the same shape? In exactly the same spot?" Amelia pressed. "And what are the odds of all those features combining in exactly the same way in two unrelated people who happen to go to the same school?"

Clarissa's chest tightened. The cafeteria suddenly felt too warm, too crowded. At the next table, a sophomore glanced over, clearly eavesdropping on their increasingly heated discussion.

"My parents would have told me something that important," Clarissa said, lowering her voice. "They wouldn't keep that from me for seventeen years."

"Parents keep secrets all the time," Amelia said, a surprising gentleness entering her voice. "Remember when Craig Wilson found out his dad had a whole other family in Minnesota?"

"This isn't some trashy daytime TV show," Clarissa snapped, pushing her tray away. "And I'm not adopted."

But even as she said the words, tiny doubts began to crystallize like frost on a window. Her parents' strange behavior last night. The way her mother's knuckles had whitened around her fork. Her father's abrupt change of subject. And further back—those moments throughout her childhood when she'd caught her mother watching her with an expression she couldn't quite place. Not quite sadness, not quite fear, but something adjacent to both.

Two tables over, Madison whispered something to Tyler, both of them glancing in Clarissa's direction. She felt exposed, as if her thoughts were being broadcast over the school's PA system.

"Can we please talk about something else?" Clarissa asked, forcing her voice to remain steady. "Like how I still haven't finished my Northwestern application essay, and it's due in less than twenty-four hours?"

Amelia studied her for a long moment, hazel eyes narrowing slightly, before nodding. "Sure. Want me to look it over after school? I can come over and⁠—"

"I'm good," Clarissa said quickly, too quickly. The thought of Amelia in her house, potentially asking her parents probing questions, made her stomach clench. "I just need to focus and get it done."

The conversation shifted to safer topics—Mr. Harmon's impossible essay requirements and the upcoming debate tournament. Clarissa nodded and responded in all the right places, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Jessica and the mirror image of her own face looking back at her in the hallway.

As lunch period ended and they gathered their trays, Amelia bumped Clarissa's shoulder gently with her own. "Hey, I didn't mean to freak you out. I was just thinking out loud."

"I know," Clarissa said, mustering a smile. "It's fine."

But as they parted ways for afternoon classes, Clarissa knew it wasn't fine at all. Amelia's suggestion had taken root, sending tendrils of doubt through memories she'd never thought to question before. By the time she slid into her desk for AP English, the weight of those questions felt heavier than all her college applications combined.


Chapter 7



The lights of the conference room buzzed overhead, the sound drilling into my temples like a physical pain. I'd been staring at the same grainy security footage for twenty minutes, watching as Elaine Wilkins—wearing blue scrubs and a practiced smile—cradled my granddaughter against her chest and walked out of the hospital. The footage looped again, and my fingers tightened around my pen until the plastic cracked. Every time I watched her disappear through those sliding doors, something primal inside me threatened to break free.

"This is all we have," Matt said, his voice steady as he used his laser pointer to trace Elaine's path through the hospital corridors.

Matt's professionalism was both comforting and infuriating. This was Ellie we were discussing—my daughter's child, my flesh and blood—not some anonymous case file. But I kept my face impassive, forcing myself to be Agent Thomas rather than Grandma Eva Rae for just a little longer.

"The external cameras show her getting into this vehicle," Matt continued, advancing to the next slide. "A silver sedan, possibly a Toyota Camry, 2015-2017 model. The plates are deliberately obscured with what looks like mud."

"Or it could be electrical tape," suggested Agent Paulson from across the table. "Easy to apply, easy to remove."

I nodded mechanically. We'd already discussed this possibility in the three previous briefings. After two weeks of investigation, we were still rehashing the same theories.

"Wilkins' apartment was cleared out approximately three days before the abduction," Matt said, clicking to a series of photos showing an empty one-bedroom unit. "Neighbors reported seeing a moving truck, but descriptions were inconsistent. Her digital footprint was minimal to begin with—no social media accounts beyond a barely-used Facebook page created six years ago, limited credit card usage, no family in the immediate area except for her sister in prison."

I felt the weight of eyes on me—twelve agents and analysts, all watching for signs that I might crack. Their concern wasn't entirely unwarranted. I hadn't slept more than three hours a night since Ellie disappeared. The dark circles under my eyes had become permanent fixtures.

My phone vibrated against the table. Christine's text message lit up the screen: "Any news?"

My throat tightened. What could I tell her? That after two weeks, the most elite investigative agency in the country had nothing? That we were no closer to finding her daughter than we had been the day she was taken?

I typed back a quick "Still in briefing. Call you after." Then I set the phone face down, unable to bear the thought of her reply.

"Agent Ramirez, update us on the airport angle," Director Wilson said, his deep voice commanding attention.

Ramirez, a young agent with tired eyes, shuffled through her notes. "Wilkins' vehicle was found in long-term parking at Orlando International. Security footage shows a woman matching her description entering the terminal, but we lose her in the crowd near the restrooms. She may have changed her appearance before proceeding to a gate."

"And we've checked every passenger manifest?" Wilson asked.

"Yes, sir. No Elaine Wilkins on any flight. Nothing."

"She could have used a completely false identity," I said, my voice sounding foreign to my own ears. "Or she never boarded a plane at all. The airport could be a deliberate misdirection."

Agent Brooks cleared his throat. "We've also hit a dead end with her financials. No unusual deposits before the abduction, no large withdrawals. Her last paycheck from the hospital was direct-deposited as usual. She has a savings account with approximately four thousand dollars that hasn't been touched."

"What about her colleagues at the hospital?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

"All interviewed multiple times," Matt replied. "They described her as quiet, competent, kept to herself. No one reported any unusual behavior in the weeks leading up to the abduction."

“The baby’s father?”

“Hasn’t been found. He left the state of Florida seven months ago with his family and hasn’t been heard from since.”

Director Wilson leaned back in his chair, his expression grim. I'd known Wilson for fifteen years, had worked under him on countless cases. I recognized the look on his face—he was about to deliver news I wouldn't want to hear.

"Eva Rae," he began, using my first name instead of my title—never a good sign. "It's been two weeks. We've exhausted our primary leads. Given our current caseload and the limited promising evidence…."

I felt my pulse quicken, blood rushing in my ears.

"I'm going to have to reduce the resources allocated to this investigation," he finished. "We'll keep the case open, of course, but I'm pulling four agents back to active rotation on other priorities."

The room fell silent. I could feel everyone watching me, waiting for my reaction. Twenty-three years with the Bureau had taught me to maintain composure, to process emotions later, in private. But this wasn't just another case. This was Ellie.

"No." The word came out flat and hard.

Wilson's eyebrows rose slightly. "I understand your personal connection, but⁠—"

"No," I repeated, more forcefully this time. I could feel heat rising from my collar, spreading across my face. "This isn't just another missing person. This is a two-week-old infant who was abducted from a hospital by a staff member. Every day that passes decreases our chances of recovery."

"Agent Thomas⁠—"

"My granddaughter has been missing for fifteen days," I said, my voice rising despite my efforts to control it. "She needs specific formula. She had jaundice at birth. She can't advocate for herself. She can't call for help. She is entirely dependent on whoever has her, and you want to pull resources?"

My folder slammed onto the table with more force than I'd intended, making several agents flinch. Papers scattered across the polished surface.

"This isn't just another case," I said through clenched teeth. "This is my granddaughter."

The silence that followed was absolute. I could see shock on some faces, pity on others. Matt's expression was carefully neutral, but I caught the subtle nod he gave me—solidarity in a room where I suddenly felt very alone.

Director Wilson sighed, pressing his fingertips against his temples. "Eva, I empathize with your position, but my decision stands. We'll continue the investigation with reduced personnel. If new evidence emerges⁠—"

I was already on my feet, gathering my scattered papers with jerky movements.

"Where are you going?" Wilson asked. "This briefing isn't finished."

I met his gaze, no longer bothering to hide the fury that had been building for weeks. "It is for me."

I walked out, the door closing behind me with a finality that matched the knot in my stomach. In the empty hallway, I pressed my back against the wall, breathing hard through my nose, fighting the urge to punch something, to scream, to break down completely. The rational part of me understood Wilson's decision—limited resources, competing priorities, diminishing returns on investigative efforts.

But the grandmother in me wanted to tear the world apart brick by brick until I found Ellie.

I pushed off from the wall, my decision already forming. If the Bureau was scaling back, I would have to fill the gap. There were other avenues to explore—avenues that might not receive official sanction. I was prepared to cross lines I'd always respected. Well, most of the time.

My granddaughter was out there, and I would find her—with or without the FBI's full resources behind me.


Chapter 8



I slammed my temporary office door hard enough to rattle the blinds, then leaned against it, drawing in ragged breaths. The familiar scent of old case files and coffee grounds filled my nostrils, grounding me as I fought to regain control. My hands trembled with adrenaline and rage—both useless emotions without direction.

My eyes fell on the small pink onesie draped over the back of my chair. I'd brought it to the hospital the day Ellie was born, a gift for my first grandchild. It was the only item I had left when Elaine Wilkins took everything else. I crossed the room and lifted the soft cotton, rubbing it between my fingers. It still smelled brand new. Never used. Something twisted in my chest, sharp and painful.

"I will find you," I whispered to the empty fabric. "I promise."

I carefully folded the onesie and placed it in my desk drawer. I couldn't bear to look at it while trying to think clearly, but I couldn't bring myself to put it away entirely either. It was both talisman and torment.

I paced the small confines of my office, three steps one way, three steps back, trying to organize my thoughts. The investigation was stalling. Elaine Wilkins had vanished with professional efficiency, suggesting either meticulous planning or outside help. The airport lead felt too convenient—the abandoned car, the appearance on security cameras, then nothing. It read like a deliberate diversion.

My fingernails dug into my palms as I fought a wave of helplessness. Somewhere out there, a nurse with no apparent criminal history had my newborn granddaughter. Every day that passed decreased our chances of finding Ellie alive and well. Infants were valuable commodities in certain black markets—adoption scams, trafficking networks. The possibilities made my stomach turn.

If the Bureau was scaling back resources, I needed new angles, something the team hadn't yet pursued. I stopped pacing and surveyed my office, gaze landing on the piles of case files I had asked to have brought in from the archive.

I ran my fingers along the labeled spines, searching without a clear idea of what I was looking for. My hand hesitated over the 2015 robbery.

The sister.

I crouched down, pulling out several folders and flipping through them until a mugshot caught my eye. The woman stared back at the camera with defiant eyes, her face weathered and hard. "Holt, Susan," read the label, along with her booking number and charges: armed robbery, aggravated assault, resisting arrest.

My pulse quickened as I carried the file to my desk and spread its contents across the surface. Susan "Razor Sue" Holt was sentenced to 20 years for holding up a credit union in Titusville. Susan had slashed a security guard's face with a razor blade hidden in her cheek, earning her nickname and an additional assault charge.

This was Susan’s third visit to jail. Two previous ones were for burglary.

I flipped through the pages frantically, finding visitor logs from the county correctional facility. Susan had received consistent visits from her sister in the weeks before Ellie's abduction—three visits in one month, when the pattern had previously been only once every month.

Had they planned it together?

But why take Ellie? What possible motive could connect my family to these women?

I leaned back in my chair, mind racing through possibilities. Revenge against the FBI? Possible, but unlikely—I hadn't been directly involved in Susan's case. A paid kidnapping? The lack of ransom demands argued against it. Part of a larger trafficking operation? That didn't explain why my granddaughter was specifically targeted.

Whatever the reason, Susan Holt was the key. She knew where her sister had gone. She knew why Ellie had been taken.

And the Bureau would never get that information from her. Career criminals like Susan didn't cooperate with federal agents. She'd take whatever she knew to her grave before helping the FBI.

A plan began to form in my mind—reckless, unorthodox, possibly career-ending. If Susan wouldn't talk to an agent, maybe she'd talk to someone else. Someone she could relate to. Someone she might trust.

I opened my laptop and pulled up the Brevard County Jail’s database, scanning through intake procedures, daily routines, and security protocols. The more I read, the more certain I became that this was the only way forward. The official investigation was hitting a wall because it was playing by the rules. To find Ellie, I needed to step outside those boundaries.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard as I considered what I was contemplating—going undercover without authorization, falsifying records to get myself placed in the same facility as Susan, and violating a dozen Bureau protocols.

I thought of Christine's hollow eyes, of the pink onesie in my drawer, of tiny fingers and toes I'd never held even once before they were taken away. I thought of Director Wilson scaling back resources, of the pitying looks from my colleagues, of the dwindling chances of finding Ellie with each passing day.

I closed the file with newfound determination. The choice wasn't really a choice at all. I would find my granddaughter by any means necessary, even if it meant sacrificing my career, my freedom, and my safety. Some prices were worth paying.

I picked up my phone again, scrolling to a contact I rarely used—a former colleague who now worked in corrections, someone who owed me a favor. Someone who could help me disappear into the system.

As I pressed the call button, I felt a strange calm settle over me. I was crossing a line I'd spent my entire career respecting. But for Ellie, I would cross every line ever drawn.


Chapter 9



THEN:

The afternoon sun filtered through the pine trees of Pinewood Heights Park, casting long shadows across the gravel path where Clarissa stood waiting. She checked her phone for the third time in five minutes. 3:42. Jessica had agreed to meet her at 3:45, after Clarissa had finally gathered the courage to text her that morning. The message had been casual—deliberately so—just a friendly invitation to "hang out and talk." Not "We have the same birthmark, and I think something strange is going on." Clarissa tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear and scanned the park entrance again, her stomach tight with anticipation.

A figure appeared at the park's wrought iron gate, backpack slung over one shoulder. Even at a distance, Clarissa recognized her own gait in Jessica's walk—that slight bounce on the balls of the feet that her mother always teased her about. She raised her hand in a hesitant wave, suddenly uncertain about this whole idea. What if Jessica thought she was crazy? What if there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for everything, and she was creating mystery where none existed? Could they be distant cousins?

"Hi," Jessica said as she approached, her voice carrying the same slight tremor of nervousness that Clarissa felt. "Sorry if I'm late. Mrs. Winters kept us after the bell."

"She still does that speech about how the bell doesn't dismiss you, does she?" Clarissa asked, a small smile forming.

Jessica's eyes widened. "Word for word. Does she ever change her material?"

"Not in the four years I've known about her," Clarissa said. An awkward silence fell between them. "Do you want to sit somewhere? There's a bench by the duck pond that's usually quiet."

They walked side by side down the gravel path, matching each other's pace without trying. The park was relatively empty for a weekday afternoon—a few mothers with strollers, an elderly man feeding pigeons, a couple of middle schoolers racing on bikes along the perimeter path. The familiar scent of pine needles and damp earth surrounded them, punctuated by the faint chlorine smell from the public pool on the other side of the park fence.

The wooden bench beneath the tallest pine tree groaned slightly as they sat down, leaving a careful few inches between them. A family of ducks glided across the small pond's surface, creating gentle ripples that caught the late afternoon light.

"So," Clarissa began, then faltered. She'd rehearsed this conversation in her head all day, but now the words seemed inadequate. "This is weird, right? Us looking so similar?"

Jessica nodded, her fingers fidgeting with the strap of her backpack. "Everyone in my biology class keeps calling me 'Mini-Clarissa.' Tyler's little brother asked if I was your secret sister or something."

The word "sister" hung in the air between them. A gray squirrel darted across their feet, clutching an acorn in its mouth, its bushy tail flicking nervously as it scrambled up the nearest tree. Both girls burst into laughter at the same moment—the same bright, slightly husky laugh that rose and fell in identical cadence. They turned to look at each other, their laughter fading into astonished silence.

"That was…" Jessica trailed off.

"Identical," Clarissa finished. "Exactly the same laugh."

A breeze rustled through the pine branches above them, releasing a shower of yellow pollen that drifted down like fine dust. Both girls inhaled at the same moment and erupted into matching sneezes—once, twice, three times in perfect unison.

"Bless us," Jessica said, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

Clarissa reached into her pocket and pulled out two tissues. She handed one to Jessica without thinking, using the other herself. "I always carry extras. Allergies."

"Me too. Spring and fall are the worst," Jessica said, tucking the used tissue into her pocket. As she spoke, she absently tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear—the exact same gesture Clarissa had made while waiting earlier.

Clarissa noticed and felt a chill that had nothing to do with the breeze. "You do that too," she said quietly.

"Do what?"

"The hair thing. Behind your right ear." Clarissa demonstrated, tucking her own hair back. "I've done that since forever. My mom always points it out when I'm thinking hard about something."

Jessica's eyes widened slightly. "My dad says the same thing." She looked down at her feet, which had begun tapping a light rhythm against the gravel. Clarissa realized her own foot was moving in the exact same pattern.

They spent the next hour discovering more similarities—they both hated the taste of licorice but loved sour candy, slept on their left sides, had an irrational fear of moths but not butterflies. When Jessica mentioned struggling to connect with other freshmen, her voice took on a vulnerability that struck a chord in Clarissa.

"They all seem so… young," Jessica said, staring at the duck pond. "Like they're still playing at being teenagers, while I'm just… I don't know. I've always felt older than I am. My mom says I was born with an old soul."

Clarissa felt an unexpected surge of protectiveness. This girl—three years younger but somehow familiar in a way that transcended their brief acquaintance—seemed to need someone who understood her. "I get it," she said. "I've always felt a little out of step, too. Like I'm searching for something without knowing what it is."

The afternoon light had shifted, taking on the golden quality of approaching sunset. They'd need to head home soon, but Clarissa found herself reluctant to end this strange, compelling conversation.

"It's weird," Jessica said suddenly, looking directly at Clarissa with those identical blue eyes, "but I feel like I've known you forever. Not just since yesterday in the hallway. Like… longer than that. Does that sound crazy?"

"No," Clarissa answered truthfully. "It doesn't sound crazy at all."

As she spoke, her fingers found their way to the crescent-shaped birthmark behind her ear—a gesture of self-soothing she'd done since childhood. Across from her, Jessica's hand moved to the same spot on her own head, touching her identical mark. Their eyes met in silent acknowledgment of this shared trait, too specific to be coincidental.

"We should meet again tomorrow," Clarissa heard herself saying as they gathered their things to leave. "Same time?"

Jessica nodded, a smile spreading across her face that Clarissa recognized from countless mirrors. "I'd like that."

As they walked back toward the park entrance, their steps falling into perfect rhythm, Clarissa knew with growing certainty that these similarities weren't random chance or statistical anomalies. There was a connection between them—one that her parents, based on their strange reaction at dinner, might already understand. The question wasn't whether Jessica was important to her past, but exactly how and why.
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Rain drummed against the pavement of Pinewood Heights Shopping Center, turning the late afternoon into a blur of gray sheets and rippling puddles. Clarissa and Jessica huddled beneath the striped awning of Mason's Bakery, their shoulders pressed together as they watched shoppers hurry past with collars turned up against the downpour. The weekend crowd had thinned considerably since the storm began, leaving the usually bustling center half-empty. Neon signs from the surrounding storefronts—the Chinese restaurant, the twenty-four-hour pharmacy, the vintage clothing boutique—cast colored reflections in the growing puddles, creating a watercolor effect across the wet asphalt.

"So much for our grand Saturday adventure," Jessica said, pulling her light jacket tighter around her shoulders. "Weather app said thirty percent chance of rain, not biblical flood."

"That's Pinewood for you. The weather forecasts are more like loose suggestions," Clarissa replied, watching a particularly bold streak of lightning illuminate the darkening sky. "We could make a run for the bookstore. It's only three doors down."

Jessica shivered slightly. "Maybe it'll let up soon. I don't want to go home yet."

The admission carried a weight that Clarissa understood intuitively. Their afternoon outings had become a sanctuary of sorts—hours free from the tensions at home, where both sets of parents asked increasingly pointed questions about their growing friendship—questions neither of them knew how to answer truthfully.

"We could take that selfie we were talking about," Clarissa suggested, pulling out her phone.

Jessica's face brightened. "Hashtag ‘Perfect rainy-day activity’."

They huddled closer under the awning, the scent of fresh bread and cinnamon from the bakery behind them mingling with the clean petrichor rising from the wet pavement. Clarissa held out her phone, angling it to capture both their faces.

"Ready? One, two, three," Clarissa counted, pressing their cheeks together to fit in the shot.

Their faces filled the screen, rain-dampened hair clinging to identically shaped foreheads, matching blue eyes reflecting the neon lights from across the street. Despite Jessica's younger age, the resemblance was uncanny—same heart-shaped face, same slightly upturned nose. Even their expressions mirrored each other—a half-smile that pulled up the right side of their mouths more than the left.

"Let me see," Jessica said as Clarissa lowered the phone. They examined the result together, their identical fingers touching the screen to zoom in. "That's… wow. If I didn't know better, I'd think it was edited."

"The sister story is getting more believable by the day," Clarissa said, though her tone carried less of the playful quality it had held weeks earlier. What had started as a joke increasingly felt like a mystery they were on the verge of solving.

As Clarissa saved the photo, her gaze drifted across the rain-slicked street to a familiar storefront. Pete's Electrical Supply stood on the corner, its windows illuminated against the gray afternoon, the sign her father had hand-painted ten years ago still proudly displaying the family name.

"My dad works there," she said, gesturing toward the shop. "Actually, he owns it. Has since before I was born."

Jessica followed her gaze, recognition dawning on her face. "Pete's Electrical? My dad goes there sometimes for parts," she said casually. "He says the owner is the only one in town who knows the difference between contractor-grade and residential fixtures, whatever that means."

Clarissa stilled, the information settling into place like another piece of a puzzle she'd been unconsciously assembling. "Your dad knows my dad?"

"I guess so. Dad does a lot of home renovation projects. He rewired our entire basement last summer." Jessica shrugged, then glanced at her watch. "I should probably start heading home. Mom gets worried when I'm out in storms."

They parted with a promise to meet again on Monday, Jessica sprinting through the rain toward the bus stop while Clarissa dashed for her car. As she drove home through the downpour, windshield wipers beating a steady rhythm, Clarissa couldn't shake the new connection she'd discovered. Their fathers knew each other. Had perhaps known each other for years. Another coincidence that felt less coincidental by the moment.

The Jones family living room was bathed in warm lamplight when Clarissa entered, shaking rain from her hair. The familiar space felt suddenly foreign, as though she were seeing it through new eyes—the family photos on the mantel, the worn leather couch where they'd watched countless movies together, the faded mark on the wall where she'd once thrown a toy car at her annoying little brother in a childhood tantrum.

LaToya sat in her favorite armchair, reading glasses perched on her nose as she flipped through a magazine. Pete sprawled on the couch, the evening news playing at low volume on the television. A typical Saturday evening scene that Clarissa had walked into hundreds of times before, yet tonight it felt like a carefully constructed facade.

"How was your afternoon with Jessica?" LaToya asked, setting her magazine aside. Her tone was casual, but Clarissa caught the glance she exchanged with Pete.

"Good. We got caught in the rain at the shopping center." Clarissa set her damp jacket on the back of a chair, then pulled out her phone. A small voice warned her to be cautious, but a stronger urge pushed her forward. "We took a picture together. Want to see?"

She held out her phone before either could respond, the screen showing the selfie of the two girls, their faces pressed together, rain-slicked hair and identical blue eyes staring back at them.

Pete sat up straighter, his relaxed posture suddenly rigid as he stared at the image. The color drained from his face in a way Clarissa had never witnessed before—not even when he'd cut his hand on a table saw two years ago and needed twelve stitches. He took the phone from her with fingers that weren't quite steady.

He handed the phone back to Clarissa quickly, then glanced at LaToya, a silent message passing between them that Clarissa couldn't decipher. "Nice photo."

LaToya reached for the phone next, her expression carefully neutral as she examined the image. But Clarissa didn't miss the slight tremor in her hands as she returned the device without comment, her wedding ring catching the lamplight as it had countless times before.

The silence that followed felt heavy, charged with unspoken words. The television anchor's voice droned on about a local charity event, the sound suddenly jarring against the tension in the room.

"I think I'll check on that casserole for dinner," LaToya said abruptly, rising from her chair with mechanical movements.

"And I should finish those invoices for Monday," Pete added, standing just as quickly. They left the room with unusual haste, their footsteps fading down the hallway.

Alone in the living room, Clarissa looked down at the selfie still displayed on her phone. She zoomed in slowly, focusing on their faces, then further to the sides of their heads where they'd both tucked their hair behind their ears for the photo. Clearly visible in the image were their matching crescent-shaped birthmarks, identical down to the small fleck at the bottom curve.

She lowered the phone, her heart beating faster as she processed her parents' reactions. Not surprise or confusion at the resemblance, but recognition. Fear. The avoidance of questions they clearly anticipated but weren't prepared to answer.

Whatever connected her to Jessica, her parents knew about it—had perhaps always known about it. The deflected questions and changed subjects—they weren't coincidences or oversights. They were deliberate.

Clarissa looked again at the family photos lining the mantel, images she'd accepted without question her entire life. But now, with the evidence of the selfie still glowing on her phone screen, those smiling faces seemed like characters in a story she was only beginning to understand.

She needed answers. And if her parents wouldn't provide them willingly, she would have to find another way to uncover the truth that connected her to Jessica—the truth her parents were so desperate to hide.


Chapter 10



I timed the guard's footsteps as he passed my cell—two seconds between steps, pause at cell three, nod to the desk officer, continue. Sitting motionless on my narrow bunk, I kept my head down but my eyes alert, counting seconds between patrols and mapping routes through the cell block. Five days inside Brevard County Jail, and already the rhythms of prison life had begun to reveal themselves—the predictable movement of guards, the territorial boundaries between inmate groups, the silent hierarchies enforced with subtle glances and calculated positioning. This was all information I needed to navigate this place if I was going to reach Susan Holt and find my granddaughter.

The metal door at the end of the corridor clanged shut, its echo reverberating off concrete walls. In the dayroom beyond my cell, women shuffled cards, their voices a low murmur beneath the drone of a television bolted high on the wall. My cellmate, Tanya, was there among them, which meant I had approximately forty-five minutes of solitude. Forty-five minutes to think, to plan, to prepare.

I ran my fingers along the ID badge sewn into my prison shirt. Rachel Evans. The name felt foreign on my tongue when I'd first spoken it at intake, but I'd been repeating it silently for days now, wearing it like a second skin. Rachel Evans. Three years, minimum security. A woman with no connections to Eva Rae Thomas, FBI agent and grandmother to a missing infant.

The deception had required calling in favors I'd accumulated over two decades with the Bureau, arranging digital footprints and paper trails that would pass cursory inspection. If my superiors discovered what I'd done, my career was finished. If the inmates discovered who I really was, my life was in danger. But neither consequence weighed against what would happen if Ellie remained missing. Three weeks were already too long. A newborn needed her mother.

I closed my eyes, visualizing the prison layout I'd been memorizing. Cell block A, where I was housed. Cell block B, where Susan Holt resided, according to the information my outside contact had provided. The cafeteria connected the blocks. The yard, with its concrete picnic tables arranged in a grid pattern. The laundry facility where I was assigned to work—strategically selected because Susan worked there too.

A guard's footsteps approached again—heavier this time. Officer Mendez. I'd learned to distinguish individual guards by the sound of their stride, the rhythm of their keys jangling at their belts. Mendez always took exactly twelve steps from the security station to the first cell, then slowed his pace slightly. He was more vigilant than the others, less predictable in his movements. I would need to be careful around him.

I straightened my posture, adopting the slightly defensive hunch I'd observed in other inmates—not fearful enough to mark me as prey, but not challenging enough to draw unwanted attention. It was a delicate balance, one I'd perfected over my few days here. In the FBI, I'd trained to assume different identities, but those operations had been short-term, supported by teams and backup plans. Here, I was entirely alone.

The thin mattress beneath me offered little comfort against the metal frame. My back ached from nights spent on this poor excuse for a bed, but the discomfort helped keep me sharp, focused on why I was here. Every time my resolve wavered, I pictured Christine's face as she clutched Ellie's empty blanket. I thought of the security footage showing Elaine Wilkins walking calmly away with my granddaughter, and the rage that had simmered in me for weeks flared hot again.

I pulled a small photograph from beneath my mattress—the only personal item I'd allowed myself to bring. It was folded and creased to show only Christine holding Ellie, the only photo she ever got to take with her phone. I studied my granddaughter's tiny face, her eyes closed in sleep, her miniature fingers curled against Christine's chest. "I'm coming for you," I whispered, so softly the words barely disturbed the air. Then I carefully returned the photo to its hiding place.

The muffled sounds of the prison continued around me—a distant argument, the squeak of a guard's shoes on polished concrete, the metallic slam of a door somewhere down the corridor. I focused on my breathing, deliberately slowing it, the way I'd been trained for high-stress operations. In through the nose for four counts, hold for seven, out through the mouth for eight. The technique helped clear my mind, pushing away distractions like the persistent worry about Matt covering for my unauthorized absence, the concern about Christine alone at home, and the fear that each passing day made finding Ellie less likely.

Susan Holt was the key. Her sister had taken my granddaughter, and Susan knew why. Susan wouldn't respond to authority or threats—her lengthy criminal record proved that. But she might respond to a fellow inmate, someone she could relate to, someone with a similar distrust of the system.

I flexed my fingers, then deliberately relaxed them, working methodically through muscle groups—shoulders, back, abdomen, legs—tensing and releasing each one. The ritual helped center me, preparing my body for whatever might come. Tomorrow would be my first chance to make contact with Susan in the laundry. The approach would need to seem casual, unplanned. I couldn't appear too eager or interested.

Footsteps approached again—Tanya returning from the dayroom earlier than expected. I quickly adjusted my position, adopting the bored expression I'd perfected over the past few days.

"Got you something," she said, tossing a small package onto my bunk. Cigarettes—prison currency. "Figure you might need them."

I nodded my thanks, tucking the package under my pillow. "Appreciate it."

"Just remember who your friends are in here," she replied, settling onto her bunk with a dog-eared paperback.

I turned toward the wall, hiding the tight smile that formed on my lips. Connections were already forming, alliances taking shape. The prison ecosystem was responding to my presence, adjusting to accommodate me. It was working.

In the quiet that followed, I ran through my plan once more. Laundry duty. Casual contact with Susan. Establishing a connection. Building trust. Finding out what she knew about Elaine and, more importantly, about Ellie. Each step brought its own risks, its own potential for disaster.

But as I lay on that narrow prison bunk, listening to the symphony of confinement around me, I felt the tension in my shoulders give way to a steady, focused calm. I was Eva Rae Thomas, FBI agent with over two decades of experience. I was a mother who had raised four children against all odds. I was a grandmother who would tear down walls to find her granddaughter.

I was ready.


Chapter 11



The prison laundry room hummed with industrial efficiency—massive washers throbbing against concrete floors, dryers spinning with hypnotic rhythm, the air thick with bleach and fabric softener and the underlying scent of institutional disinfectant. I sat at a stainless-steel folding table in the corner, hands moving mechanically to sort white sheets from off-white towels.

The sound of heavy boots on concrete jolted me from my task—a guard approaching with the measured pace of someone performing a routine check. My hands immediately resumed folding a towel as Officer Mendez appeared, his gaze sweeping the room with professional suspicion.

"Evans," he acknowledged with a curt nod. "How's it going with the linens?"

"Fine," I responded, keeping my eyes appropriately lowered but not subservient. Rachel Evans would be respectful of authority but not cowed by it. "Almost caught up on the backlog."

He made a noncommittal sound and continued his patrol, moving toward the industrial washers where the other inmates worked. I kept my movements steady, smoothing the top towel with methodical precision while my pulse gradually slowed.

When Mendez had completed his circuit and exited through the far door, I exhaled slowly. The muscles in my shoulders, which had tensed at his approach, deliberately relaxed as I rolled my neck slightly to release the tension. Every interaction was a performance, every moment a balancing act between appearing unremarkable and positioning myself for my true purpose.

The laundry room door opened again, and a new group of inmates shuffled in for their shift. My gaze flickered over them, assessing and cataloging with the automatic precision of two decades in law enforcement. Two younger women, clearly friends from the way they positioned themselves close to each other. A middle-aged woman with glasses, looking tired and resigned. And behind them, moving with the measured economy of someone who wasted no energy on unnecessary movement, Susan Holt.

She was smaller in person than she had appeared in her file photos, but her presence filled more space than her physical form. The other inmates subtly shifted their positions as she entered, creating a bubble of respect or fear around her. Her eyes—sharp and evaluative—scanned the room in much the same way I had scanned the new arrivals. Those eyes passed over me with only the briefest pause, categorizing and dismissing me as just another inmate.

I straightened my shoulders, steeled myself, and moved toward the supply cabinet to retrieve more detergent. My path would take me directly past Susan—though not yet our first interaction. That would come later, carefully orchestrated to appear coincidental.

I passed within two feet of Susan Holt, close enough to notice the thin scar along her jawline, close enough to catch the faint scent of contraband cigarettes that suggested she had connections even in this controlled environment. Our eyes met for half a second—a standard prison assessment, nothing more.

But in that moment, looking into the eyes of the woman who held the key to finding my granddaughter, I felt a cold certainty settle in my chest. I would make Susan Holt talk. I would discover what happened to Ellie. I would bring my granddaughter home.

No matter what it costs me.


Chapter 12



THEN:

Clarissa trudged up the walkway to her house, mentally rehearsing the questions she planned to ask her parents about their reaction to her selfie with Jessica. She had told Jessica at school that she had a doctor’s appointment and couldn’t meet today as planned. This was more important and kept nagging her.

The brick facade of their east side home looked the same as it had that morning—weathered red with white trim, the porch swing gently moving in the breeze—but something felt off. The living room curtains, usually open to catch the afternoon light, were drawn shut. Her father's car sat in the driveway alongside her mother's, unusual for a Monday at three thirty. She pushed open the front door, the familiar creak giving way to unfamiliar sounds—rustling paper, dragging furniture, her mother's voice muttering urgently from somewhere inside.

"Mom?" Clarissa called out, letting her backpack slide from her shoulder onto the entryway floor. "Dad?"

The living room that greeted her stole her breath. The familiar space had transformed into something foreign and chaotic. The coffee table stood upended against the wall, couch cushions piled haphazardly beside it. Half-filled cardboard boxes littered the floor like oversized puzzle pieces. Books from the built-in shelves lay in untidy stacks, some already vanishing into packing paper. But most jarring were the walls—the family photos that had hung there for as long as she could remember were gone, leaving behind empty frames and rectangular outlines of unfaded paint like ghosts of memories.

"What's happening?" she whispered, the words barely making it past her suddenly dry lips.

LaToya emerged from the dining room, her arms filled with bubble-wrapped photo frames—the same ones Clarissa had examined so carefully. Her mother's usually neat ponytail had come partially undone, dark strands escaping to frame her face. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead despite the October chill that seeped through the house's old windows.

"You're home early," LaToya said, the statement almost accusatory. She deposited the frames into a waiting box, her movements quick and efficient as though she'd been packing for hours. "I thought you had debate practice."

"It got canceled. Mr. Harmon had a family emergency." Clarissa stepped further into the disarray, her sneakers crunching on a stray piece of packing paper. "Mom, what's going on? Why are you packing up our stuff?"

LaToya straightened, wiping her palms on her jeans before tucking the loose strands of hair behind her ears. The gesture, so familiar from years of watching her mother compose herself before difficult conversations, sent a chill down Clarissa's spine.

"Your father got an amazing job opportunity," LaToya said, her voice slipping into the pronounced Southern accent that emerged when she was stressed. "Too good to pass up. We need to be there by the end of the week."

"What? Where? What kind of job?" The questions tumbled out as Clarissa struggled to process the scene before her.

"Florida," LaToya answered, already moving again, grabbing empty frames from the wall and stacking them in a box. Her hands trembled slightly as she wrapped each one in newspaper, the black ink smudging her fingertips. "He’s selling the store and will work at a distribution center. Better money, better benefits."

Clarissa stood frozen, watching as her mother continued her frantic packing, barely making eye contact. "When did this happen? You didn't say anything about Dad looking for a new job."

"It happened fast. Sometimes opportunities don't give you time to think." LaToya's voice sharpened. "Stop asking questions and help me pack. Your room needs to be done tonight."

A shadow in the doorway drew Clarissa's attention. Pete stood there, his stocky frame unusually diminished, shoulders hunched forward as though carrying an invisible weight. His typically direct green eyes darted around the room, landing everywhere but on his daughter.

"Dad?" Clarissa appealed to him, searching for the steady presence he'd always been. "Is this really about a job?"

Pete shifted, one hand gripping the doorframe, knuckles whitening with pressure. "It's a good opportunity, Rissa. Fresh start for all of us. Good schools in the area for your siblings."

"What about the store? You can't just abandon Pete's Electrical. You built that from nothing." Clarissa stepped toward him, desperately trying to make sense of what was happening. "What about my Northwestern application? What about the debate finals next month?"

"There are colleges in Florida," LaToya interjected, her movements becoming more erratic as she shoved books into boxes without wrapping them. "Better ones, closer to home."

"This is home!" Clarissa gestured to the walls around them, her voice rising. "What about Jessica?"

The name hung in the air like a physical presence. Pete's eyes finally met Clarissa's, something like guilt flickering across his features before he looked away. LaToya's hands stilled momentarily, then resumed their work with doubled intensity.

"You can make new friends," her mother said, the Southern lilt now fully present in her voice. "You're good at that. Always have been."

"Why now? Why so suddenly?" Clarissa pressed, the questions tumbling out faster as panic rose in her chest. "At least let me finish the semester. Let me say proper goodbyes. Let me⁠—"

"Enough!" LaToya's voice cracked through the room like a whip. "This is happening, Clarissa. Tonight. We leave tomorrow morning. The movers will bring the rest by the end of the week. Now, go pack your room."

Clarissa's heart hammered against her ribs, each beat sending a rush of blood to her ears until it sounded like ocean waves crashing inside her head. Her mouth went desert-dry, tongue sticking to the roof as she tried to swallow. The floor beneath her feet seemed to tilt, the familiar pattern of the living room rug warping as if viewed through water.

She watched her father retreat toward the kitchen without defending her, without offering any real explanation. Her mother turned away, shoulders rigid as she continued filling boxes.

The selfie. Jessica. The matching birthmarks.

They were running from something—or someone—and Clarissa suddenly knew with bone-deep certainty that it had everything to do with Jessica and the truth her parents were desperate to hide.
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Clarissa closed her bedroom door with a soft click that felt like the period at the end of her life in Pinewood Heights. Her room, once a sanctuary of organized chaos, had been reduced to essentials and empty spaces. Posters of bands and movie characters had been peeled from the walls, leaving behind rectangular outlines of unfaded paint. Her bookshelf stood half-empty, favorite novels already sealed in boxes labeled "Clarissa - Books" in her mother's neat handwriting. The rest waited in precarious stacks on her desk, like miniature skyscrapers awaiting demolition. She sank onto her stripped bed, the mattress bare except for a single pillow, and pulled out her phone with trembling fingers.

Jessica answered on the second ring. "Hey! I was just thinking about you. How was your doctor’s appointment?"

The question's normalcy made Clarissa's throat tighten. "They're making us move," she blurted out, her voice cracking. "Tomorrow. My mom's packing everything right now."

A beat of silence followed. "What? Where? Why?"

"Florida. My dad supposedly got some amazing job offer that they never mentioned before today." She swallowed hard, fighting the burn of tears. "Can you come over? Please? I don't know when I'll see you again, and there's so much⁠—"

"I'm already putting on my shoes," Jessica interrupted. "Ten minutes. Don't go anywhere."

Those ten minutes stretched into forever as Clarissa mechanically folded clothes into an open suitcase. The sound of her mother's frantic activity filtered through the walls—drawers opening and closing, the scrape of furniture being shifted, muffled conversation with her father. Their voices were too low to make out words, but the urgent tone was unmistakable.

True to her word, Jessica arrived precisely ten minutes later. Clarissa heard the doorbell, followed by LaToya's clipped greeting and directions to "go on up." Footsteps thundered up the stairs, and then Jessica stood in the doorway, her cheeks flushed from running, her blue eyes—their blue eyes—wide with distress.

"This is real," Jessica whispered, taking in the half-packed room. "I thought maybe it was some kind of misunderstanding."

She stepped inside, carefully navigating around stacked boxes and piles of belongings. Her gaze caught on Clarissa's Northwestern application materials, now haphazardly stuffed into a folder on the nightstand.

"I can't believe they're doing this to you," Jessica said, sinking down next to Clarissa on the bare mattress. Their shoulders touched, the contact simultaneously comforting and painful in its impending absence. "Did they say why it had to be so sudden?"

"Just that it's a 'great opportunity' they 'can't pass up.'" Clarissa mimicked her mother's Southern drawl, the imitation falling flat under the weight of her bitterness. "But they're lying. You should have seen them—Dad can barely look at me, and Mom nearly had a breakdown when I mentioned your name."

Jessica's hand found Clarissa's, their identical fingers intertwining as naturally as they had since their first meeting. "It's because of us, isn't it? Because we look too much alike. Because we started asking questions."

Clarissa nodded, the confirmation unspoken but understood. They sat in silence for a moment, the sound of packing tape being ripped downstairs punctuating their shared thoughts.

"I brought something for you," Jessica said suddenly, reaching into her pocket. She pulled out a slender woven bracelet of blues, silvers, and whites. "I made it last night. I couldn't sleep, and I kept thinking about how we said we'd figure out why we look so much alike."

She took Clarissa's wrist, her touch gentle as she tied the bracelet around it. A small silver charm dangled from one end—a crescent moon, echoing the birthmark they shared.

"This doesn't change anything," Jessica said firmly, securing the knot. "We'll stay in touch no matter what. Distance doesn't matter—not for us. It's weird, but I feel like I've known you my whole life."

Clarissa fingered the bracelet, tracing the intricate pattern with her thumb. The colors were an exact match for Jessica's eyes—their eyes—as though she had somehow woven pieces of their shared identity into the threads.

"How did you match the colors so perfectly?" she asked, her voice barely audible.

Jessica shrugged, a half-smile lifting one corner of her mouth in the exact way Clarissa's did when she was trying not to show too much emotion. "I just knew. The same way I knew which books you'd have on your shelves when I first came over. The same way we both reach for mint chocolate chip without asking. Some things just… belong together."

The simplicity of the statement hit Clarissa with unexpected force. Tears she'd been fighting since finding her home in disarray finally spilled over, trailing down her cheeks in hot tracks.

"I don't want to go," she whispered. "Not when we're so close to figuring it out."

"Then we don't stop looking for answers," Jessica replied, wiping her own eyes with the heel of her hand. "We keep searching, just from different places. I'll talk to my parents. Maybe without you here, they'll slip up and say something."

A sharp knock at the door interrupted them. LaToya's voice came through, tight with strain: "Jessica needs to head home soon, Rissa. We have a lot more packing to do tonight."

Jessica stood, her expression hardening with determination. "Keep your phone with you. I don't care if it's three in the morning—you text me when you get there."

Clarissa nodded, rising to embrace her. They clung to each other with desperate tightness, as if trying to imprint the feeling of this moment into memory. Clarissa buried her face against Jessica's shoulder, inhaling the scent of her shampoo—the same brand they'd discovered they both used—and fighting a fresh wave of tears.

"I'll find a way back," she whispered fiercely. "This isn't over."

After Jessica departed, the house felt emptier than the half-packed boxes could account for. Clarissa wandered aimlessly from her room, too restless to continue packing but too drained to confront her parents again. As she passed their bedroom, hushed voices caught her attention. She paused in the hallway, her back pressed against the wall, hardly daring to breathe.

"We can't keep running from our problems, Toya," her father's voice carried through the partially open door, strained with emotion she rarely heard from him.

Her mother's response was too low to catch, the words dissolving into unintelligible murmurs until her voice suddenly rose: "—the whole situation. It's too dangerous."

"This isn't right," Pete sighed heavily, the floorboards creaking as he moved across the room. "She deserves to know the⁠—"

"Keep your voice down," LaToya hissed, and the conversation dropped back to whispers.

Clarissa backed away silently, her heart hammering against her ribs. The situation. The words confirmed what she'd already suspected—this sudden move had everything to do with Jessica and the uncanny resemblance they shared. She retreated to her room, the friendship bracelet cool against her skin, its gentle weight a reminder of promises made and secrets yet to uncover. With newfound resolve, she turned to the half-packed boxes and began methodically sorting through her belongings, her mind racing with questions her parents refused to answer.


Chapter 13



I kept my eyes on the pile of sheets in front of me, my fingers working automatically to fold the still-warm fabric into neat rectangles. Three washers away, Susan Holt stood with her back to me, her movements economical as she transferred wet uniforms into an industrial dryer. The laundry room's humidity pressed against my skin, carrying the harsh chemical scent of institutional detergent and the underlying musk of hundreds of bodies that had worn these clothes before. My pulse quickened slightly as I watched her from the corner of my eye. After five days of careful positioning and patient waiting, I was finally sharing a shift with the woman who might lead me to Ellie.

The industrial machines created constant background noise—the rhythmic thump of wet garments spinning, the hiss of steam from the pressing station, the metallic clang of dryer doors. It was the perfect cover for conversation, or for observation without being noticed. Most of the women worked mechanically, their minds elsewhere while their bodies performed the repetitive tasks. I made sure to match their pace—not too efficient to stand out, not too slow to draw correction from the guards.

Susan slammed the dryer door shut with practiced precision, then twisted the dial to seventy minutes. She glanced around the room, her eyes sweeping past me without lingering, before reaching into her pocket. With subtle movements that spoke of years of practice in concealing contraband, she extracted a half-crushed pack of cigarettes—Marlboros, from what I could glimpse—and slid them behind a large box of industrial detergent on the supply shelf. The cigarettes would be worth at least three commissary items, maybe more. Prison currency tucked away in plain sight.

I shifted my position, moving to a folding table that offered a better vantage point while appearing simply to follow the workflow. My new station put me between Susan and the main door, where Officer Mendez would appear for his regular checks. From here, I could see both Susan and anyone approaching her hiding spot. The timing had to appear coincidental—too obvious an interest would trigger her suspicion rather than build trust.

"Evans, need more towels over here," called one of the younger inmates from the sorting station. I nodded and collected a fresh bin of dried linens, keeping my movements casual as I tracked Susan in my peripheral vision. She had moved to the other side of the room now, her back to her hidden treasure as she loaded another washer with dirty sheets.

A wiry inmate with track marks climbing her forearms like twisted vines slipped into the laundry room through the secondary entrance. I recognized her from the yard—Markie or Markie D, they called her. She had the perpetually alert eyes of someone living with both addiction and the constant calculations of prison survival. Those eyes darted around the room now, clocking the positions of each worker before landing on the detergent shelf where Susan had hidden her cigarettes. 

Markie moved with the casual air of someone simply retrieving supplies, but the slight tension in her shoulders betrayed her true purpose. She edged along the wall, timing her approach to coincide with Susan bending over to load the washer. No one else seemed to notice the subtle stalking dance taking place—except me.

I counted seconds in my head, timing my intervention. Too soon would reveal I'd been watching; too late would mean failure. I gathered a stack of folded uniforms, making it deliberately taller than necessary, high enough to partially obscure my vision. Susan straightened up from the washer just as Markie reached the detergent shelf, her thin fingers already extending toward the hidden prize.

Three steps, two, one. I moved with the slightly hurried pace of someone trying to complete a task efficiently, my trajectory intersecting with Markie's at precisely the right moment. My hip bumped against hers as I pretended to stumble slightly, the tower of uniforms in my arms tipping precariously.

"Watch it," Markie hissed, her body jerking away from the shelf, her hand pulling back from its target.

"Sorry," I mumbled, my voice appropriately cowed as I steadied the laundry pile. "Didn't see you there."

The collision had been perfectly timed—forceful enough to disrupt her theft but clumsy enough to appear accidental. I could feel Susan's eyes on us, watching the interaction with sharp assessment.

Markie glared at me, her gaze flicking between my face and the shelf where the cigarettes remained hidden. She seemed to calculate the odds of making another attempt, then thought better of it. "Just stay in your lane, new fish," she muttered before stalking away, empty-handed.

I continued to my destination, setting down the uniforms and beginning to sort them by size without looking in Susan's direction. My hands moved steadily despite the adrenaline humming through my veins. The first contact had been made, though indirectly. Now I had to wait, to let Susan process what she'd witnessed without appearing eager for recognition.

The heavy tread of boots on concrete announced Officer Mendez's approach before he appeared in the doorway. His presence sent a ripple of focused industry through the room—backs straightening, hands moving with renewed purpose, conversations dying mid-sentence. I kept my head down, folding a guard's uniform with precise corners.

"Looking good in here, ladies," Mendez said, his voice carrying the professional distance of someone who understood the delicate balance of authority in this place. "Holt, those sheets for the infirmary done yet?"

"Yes, sir," Susan answered, her voice flat and neutral. "Just finished them." 

Mendez nodded and continued his circuit of the room, checking behind machines and peering into corners with the practiced eye of someone who knew all the hiding spots. I felt his gaze pause briefly on me—the new inmate, still an unknown quantity—before moving on. When he finally left, the collective tension in the room eased slightly, like a pulled string being released.

I returned to my station, careful not to look directly at Susan. Ten minutes passed, then fifteen, each of us working at our assigned tasks as if the incident hadn't happened. I was beginning to think I'd miscalculated when I sensed movement beside me. Susan appeared at my elbow, a stack of folded sheets in her arms.

"These go to your station," she said, her voice low and gruff. She set them down beside me, then added without changing her tone, "Thanks."

Just one word, spoken without eye contact, her face remaining impassive as she turned away. But in the economy of prison communication, that single acknowledgment was significant—the first crack in a wall I needed to break through to find my granddaughter.

"No problem," I replied, keeping my own voice neutral despite the small surge of triumph I felt—first contact established. Now the real work began.


Chapter 14



The next four days established a rhythm between us—Susan and I working side by side at the industrial presses, our conversations starting with brief exchanges about laundry quotas and gradually expanding to include small personal details. I fed her carefully chosen fragments of Rachel Evans' fictional past, each one designed to create parallels with what I knew of Susan's history. Prison relationships were built on recognized similarities, on the subtle acknowledgment that you and another inmate shared something the guards and the outside world couldn't understand. And I needed Susan Holt to see me as someone familiar, someone she could trust with information about her sister.

On the third morning, while feeding sheets through the massive roller press that left them flat and crackling with static electricity, I dropped the first significant piece of bait.

"Foster homes are all the same," I said, keeping my voice casual as if continuing a conversation rather than starting one. "System's rigged no matter which side you're working."

Susan's hands paused almost imperceptibly before resuming their practiced movements, feeding the next sheet into the roller. "You grew up in the system?" she asked, her voice neutral but with the faintest hint of interest.

I nodded, focusing on straightening a wrinkled corner. "Mom was more interested in her next fix than in keeping custody. Dad was never in the picture. Bounced through six homes before I aged out."

"My sister got the worst of it," I continued, the words flowing with the ease of lying. "Younger, prettier. Foster fathers took an interest, if you know what I mean." I delivered the information flatly, the way someone would who had processed their trauma years ago and converted it to a hardened shell. "Taught myself to fight so I could protect her. Got pretty good at it."

Susan made a sound in the back of her throat—not quite agreement, not quite sympathy, but recognition. "System's fucked," she said simply. "I didn’t grow up in it, but know a lot who did."

Each day, I added another careful layer to Rachel Evans' story. With each revelation, I watched the rigid set of Susan's shoulders soften slightly, the perpetual wariness in her eyes giving way to something closer to acceptance.

By the sixth day, she was initiating conversations, brief questions about my upbringing, or comments about the prison hierarchy: small openings, but significant ones. The distance between us was shrinking, meticulously erased by my calculated disclosures and patient listening.

The opportunity I'd been waiting for came during lunch on the seventh day. The cafeteria hummed with the controlled chaos of institutional dining—plastic trays sliding along metal rails, the scrape of chairs against linoleum, conversations held at the precise volume that wouldn't attract the guards' attention. Susan sat at the end of a table, separate from but not isolated from the general population—a position that reflected her status in the prison hierarchy.

I was halfway through a rubbery serving of what the kitchen called meatloaf when a shout erupted from the center of the room. Two inmates—a heavyset woman with tear tattoos marking the corner of one eye and a younger Hispanic woman—were squared off, their postures telegraphing the violence about to erupt. Words escalated to shoves, then to wild swings that connected with meaty thuds.

Guards moved in immediately, whistles blaring, but the fight had already captured the attention of every inmate in the room. Necks craned, voices rose in encouragement or alarm, and bodies shifted for better views of the altercation. It was the perfect distraction—all eyes drawn to the center of the cafeteria as order dissolved into controlled chaos.

Susan used the moment to speak, her voice pitched low for my ears only.

"Haven't heard from my sister in weeks," she said, eyes fixed on her tray rather than the fight. "Not like her. She usually calls at least."

My heart stuttered in my chest, but I kept my expression neutral, only the slight tightening of my fingers around my fork betraying my reaction. This was it—the first mention of Elaine after a week of careful groundwork.

"She usually keeps in touch?" I asked casually, pushing the meatloaf around my plate as if only mildly interested.

Susan's lips pressed into a thin line. "Calls twice a week. Sends commissary money on the first of the month." She poked at the congealed gravy on her tray. "Money came through, but no call and no visit. Not for four weeks now."

Every cell in my body vibrated with alert attention, but I maintained Rachel Evans' relaxed posture—four weeks—exactly when Ellie had been taken. The timing wasn't coincidence. I was finally on the right track. We were bonding over sisters.

"Maybe she's busy," I offered, providing the expected response while calculating my next move. "I haven’t heard from mine either since I got here. Work keeping her tied up?"

"She's a nurse," Susan said, a hint of pride cutting through her worry. " Works hard, keeps her nose clean. Not like me." She glanced at me, then back at her food. "Always calls, though. Even when she's pulling double shifts."

The fight across the room was being contained now, guards separating the two women and escorting them out amid a chorus of disappointed groans from the spectators. Our window of privacy was closing.

Back in the laundry room an hour later, I positioned myself at the folding table next to Susan, our hands moving in synchronized efficiency as we processed a stack of sheets—the steady hum of dryers provided cover for continued conversation.

"Your girl got family she might be staying with?" I asked, keeping my tone conversational. "Friends who'd know where she is?"

Susan shook her head slightly. "Just me. And her aunt on our father's side, but they don't talk much."

I folded a sheet corner to corner, then in thirds, creating a precise rectangle before adding it to the growing pile. "Seems like you're worried."

"She's all I got," Susan said simply, the words carrying the weight of a much longer explanation.

I let a brief silence fall between us, counting seconds in my head before making my offer. Timing was critical—too eager would raise suspicions, too casual would be dismissed.

"I've got a friend outside," I said finally. "Owes me from before. Could have them check on her if you want. Make sure she's okay."

Susan's hands stilled on the sheet she'd been folding. Her eyes narrowed, fixing on me with the calculating assessment of someone who had survived years by correctly judging the motives of others.

"Why would you do that?" she asked, suspicion evident in every syllable.

I met her gaze steadily, then shrugged as if the answer were obvious. "You kept Tanya from stealing my commissary yesterday. I pay my debts."

The intervention had been another calculated step in building rapport—I'd observed Tanya eyeing my small store of items, and Susan had stepped in with a single word of warning that had sent my cellmate retreating. A small favor that now provided perfect justification for offering one in return.

Susan studied me for another long moment, weighing sincerity against potential threat, measuring the risk against her concern for her sister. Finally, she gave a curt nod, decision made.

"Guards coming," she muttered, turning back to her work as heavy footsteps approached from the corridor.

"Back to work, ladies," came the sharp command. "Knitting club is over."

I returned to my folding, keeping my expression appropriately chastened for the guard's benefit. But beneath the surface, adrenaline surged through my veins. I had my opening. The path to finding Ellie was finally taking shape.


Chapter 15



THEN:

The morning sickness hit Clarissa like clockwork, dragging her from sleep at precisely six thirty-seven. She barely made it to the bathroom, her bare feet slapping against the cold tile as she hunched over the toilet. The bitter tang of bile rose in her throat as sunlight filtered through the vinyl blinds, casting thin stripes across her trembling shoulders. Five years after leaving Pinewood Heights, Clarissa was now an adult woman, living on her own.

When the heaving finally subsided, Clarissa sat back on her heels, pressing her forehead against the cool porcelain edge of the tub. Her apartment bathroom was barely large enough to extend her legs, the walls a shade of off-white that the landlord insisted was "eggshell" but reminded her more of spoiled milk. A thin sheen of sweat coated her skin despite the autumn chill that seeped through the poorly insulated walls.

"Ten more weeks of this," she murmured to herself, though her doctor had warned it could last the entire pregnancy. "Just part of the journey, right?"

She pushed herself up, legs shaky, and caught her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror. Dark circles shadowed her blue eyes—those eyes that had started everything five years ago when she'd seen them mirrored in Jessica's face. Her brown hair hung limp around her shoulders, and her skin had taken on the peculiar pallor that seemed reserved for pregnant women in their first trimester.

Back in her small living room, evidence of her interrupted life lay scattered across every surface. Psychology textbooks stood in precarious towers on the coffee table, sticky notes protruding from the pages marking important concepts for her upcoming finals. Her laptop remained open from the previous night, the screen now dark but the charging light still blinking steadily. On the kitchen counter, a stack of prenatal paperwork waited for her attention, most of it incomplete, yellow-highlighted sections demanding information she didn't possess.

The calendar hanging by the refrigerator had "First ultrasound – 10:30 a.m." circled in red marker for next Thursday. Beneath it, in smaller letters: "Bring completed forms + own birth certificate."

Clarissa splashed cold water on her face, brushed her teeth to erase the sour taste from her mouth, and straightened the oversized UCF—University of Central Florida sweater that served as her pajamas. Her hasty departure from Pinewood Heights had derailed her original plans, but she'd clawed her way back to them through sheer determination, even if it was somewhere else.

The pregnancy hadn't been in those plans. Neither had the quiet departure of the baby's father when she'd decided to continue with it. But her psychology studies had taught her that adaptation was human nature's greatest strength, so adapt she would.

She picked up her phone from the nightstand, glancing at the time. Seven fifteen—her mother would be awake, probably already dressed in one of her color-coordinated outfits, makeup carefully applied as though expecting company at any moment. Some habits hadn't changed, even when everything else had.

Clarissa's finger hovered over her mother's contact. She'd been putting off this call for days, hoping the birth certificate would miraculously appear in one of her own boxes. But the ultrasound appointment loomed, and the clinic had been clear: without proper documentation, they couldn't proceed with certain aspects of her care.

She pressed the call button before she could change her mind. The phone rang three times before LaToya answered, her voice carrying the forced brightness that had become her standard tone since they'd left Pinewood Heights.

"Rissa! I was just thinking about you. How are you feeling this morning, honey?"

"About as good as someone who's spent the last hour throwing up can feel," Clarissa replied, attempting a light tone that didn't quite land. She sank onto the edge of her bed, gazing out the window at the brick wall of the adjacent building. "Mom, I need my birth certificate for the doctor's appointment next week. Do you know where it is?"

A beat of silence stretched between them, long enough that Clarissa checked her screen to ensure the call hadn't dropped. Then LaToya's voice returned, the brightness now strained around the edges.

"Your birth certificate? Goodness, I'm not sure where that got to in the move. You know how things disappeared into boxes that never got properly unpacked."

"Mom, we moved five years ago," Clarissa said, keeping her voice deliberately even. "And you unpacked everything within the first month. You color-coded the boxes."

"Well, important documents were in a separate file box," LaToya replied, a defensive edge creeping into her tone. "Your father might have put it somewhere in his study. You know how he is with paperwork."

Clarissa closed her eyes, fighting the familiar frustration that surfaced whenever she tried to extract straightforward information from her mother. Since leaving Pinewood Heights, LaToya had perfected the art of deflection, transforming simple questions into elaborate wild goose chases.

"Could you look for it today? I really need it by next week, and if you can't find it, I'll need time to request a new copy." Clarissa traced the pattern on her bedspread with her finger, following the same loop over and over. "The clinic was particular about needing it for their records."

The sound of cupboards opening and closing filtered through the phone—LaToya's standard method of appearing busy during uncomfortable conversations. "I don't see why they need that for a simple ultrasound. Seems like unnecessary bureaucracy to me."

"It's for their records, Mom. The prenatal care. Standard procedure." Clarissa straightened her spine, adopting the firm tone she'd developed over years of dealing with her mother's evasions. "They need medical history too, which is another thing we should probably discuss before the appointment."

"I'll look for it this weekend, honey. Don't you worry," LaToya said, her voice suddenly tight, as though her throat had constricted around the words. "How about you come for lunch tomorrow? I'm making that chicken salad you like, and we can talk then."

Clarissa recognized the shift in strategy—from denial to delay to distraction. It was a pattern so familiar she could map it like one of the cognitive frameworks in her psychology textbooks.

"That would be great," she conceded, knowing that face-to-face she might have more success. "Around noon?"

"Perfect! Oh, and I saw the cutest little baby blanket at Target yesterday. Neutral colors, since you're being so stubborn about not finding out the gender." LaToya's voice had regained its forced cheerfulness, words tumbling out with rehearsed enthusiasm. "I'll pick it up for you. And your dad says hi—he's in the garage tinkering with that old car again."

They exchanged a few more pleasantries before ending the call. Clarissa set her phone down carefully, then placed her hand on her slightly swollen belly. Four months along now, the pregnancy just beginning to show beneath loose sweaters and unbuttoned jeans.

The sunlight had strengthened during their conversation, illuminating the dust particles floating in her small apartment. On her dresser sat the single photograph she'd managed to take with her during their hasty departure from Pinewood Heights—the selfie with Jessica, their identical faces pressed together, rain dampening their hair, matching blue eyes reflecting neon lights from across the street. Five years had passed with only sporadic, secretive contact between them. Still, the connection remained, threaded through her life like the friendship bracelet Jessica had given her, now too fragile to wear but preserved in her jewelry box.

Doubt shadowed her features as she stood to begin her day, the questions that had haunted her since that pre-dawn escape from Pinewood Heights gaining new urgency with her pregnancy. Whatever secrets her mother was keeping about her birth—about her true identity—would become part of her child's heritage too. And that, Clarissa could not accept.
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Her parents’ new house stood in a row of identical suburban homes, each with the same beige siding and carefully maintained flower beds. Clarissa pulled her hatchback into the driveway, between her father's sedan and her mother's immaculate SUV, and sat for a moment with her hands still gripping the steering wheel. Through the kitchen window, she could see LaToya moving about, arranging something on the counter with precise, measured movements. Everything her mother did now carried the weight of deliberation, as if one wrong move might bring their carefully constructed new life tumbling down.

The front door opened before Clarissa could knock, her mother's arms immediately encircling her in a hug that smelled of vanilla extract and the same perfume LaToya had worn since Clarissa was a child.

"You look tired," LaToya said, pulling back to examine her daughter's face with narrowed eyes. "Are you sleeping enough? The books all say the second trimester is when you should be feeling better."

"I'm fine, Mom," Clarissa replied, stepping past her into the house. "Just busy with finals and doctor appointments."

The living room struck her, as it always did, with its uncanny resemblance to their old home. The same floral curtains hung at the windows, though these were larger and looked out onto a different street. The same worn leather couch dominated the space, positioned at an identical angle to the television. Even the throw pillows had been arranged in the familiar pattern—largest at the corners, smallest in the center. LaToya had recreated their Pinewood Heights house with almost archaeological precision, as though rebuilding a historically significant site from memory.

But it was the photographs that caught Clarissa's attention as she moved toward the kitchen. The arrangement on the wall matched their old home exactly, except for several conspicuous gaps—blank spaces where certain pictures should have hung. A family trip to the Grand Canyon. Clarissa's victory on the high school debate team. And most notably, the space where her baby pictures had once been displayed.

"I made your favorite," LaToya called from the kitchen, her voice carrying that deliberate brightness that always seemed to intensify when Clarissa visited. "Chicken salad with the grapes and walnuts, just how you like it."

The kitchen gleamed with midday sun streaming through spotless windows. Every surface shone, from the granite countertops to the stainless-steel appliances that Pete had installed shortly after they moved in. LaToya stood at the island, her back straight as she carefully cut sandwiches into precise triangles. Her dark hair, now streaked with elegant highlights, was pulled back in a neat ponytail that swung gently with each methodical movement of the knife.

"Smells wonderful," Clarissa said, settling onto one of the high stools at the counter. "Where's Dad?"

"Working on a bid for that new office complex." LaToya transferred the sandwiches to blue plates—the same pattern they'd had in Pinewood Heights. "He sends his love. Said he'll try to be back before you leave." Her hands trembled slightly as she set Clarissa's plate in front of her, the sandwich triangles momentarily losing their perfect alignment.

Clarissa noticed the tremor but didn't comment on it. Instead, she reached for her water glass, taking a small sip before asking, "Did you have a chance to look for my birth certificate?"

LaToya turned away, busying herself with the pitcher of iced tea on the counter. "Not yet, honey. Those file boxes are up in the attic, and you know how your father stacked everything. It's like an obstacle course up there."

"I could help you look," Clarissa offered, watching her mother's shoulders tense beneath her cream-colored blouse. "The ultrasound is on Thursday, remember?"

"Of course I remember." LaToya's voice had taken on a brittle quality as she set the iced tea in front of Clarissa with a forced smile. "I've got it marked on my calendar. First glimpse of my grandbaby."

The words sounded right, but something in her mother's expression felt wrong—a tightness around her eyes, a strain at the corners of her mouth. LaToya had worn that same look the night Clarissa had shown her the selfie of herself and Jessica, right before their hurried departure from Pinewood Heights.

"Dr. Warren says everything looks good so far," Clarissa continued, taking a bite of her sandwich. The familiar taste of her mother's chicken salad transported her momentarily to Sunday lunches from her childhood, before everything had changed. "She wants to do a detailed family medical history at this appointment. Any conditions I should know about? Genetic things the baby might inherit?"

LaToya had turned to the sink, her back to Clarissa as she scrubbed at an already clean mixing bowl. "Nothing I can think of. Your father's family has that high blood pressure issue, but that's environmental more than genetic. Poor eating habits, you know."

"What about your side? Or my birth? Were there any complications when you had me?"

The bowl clattered against the metal sink as LaToya set it down with more force than necessary. "Nothing worth mentioning. Standard delivery. You were a healthy baby, just a bit colicky."

She turned, wiping her hands on a dishtowel, her smile now firmly fixed in place. "How's that apartment of yours? Still having issues with the hot water? And what about your job at the bookstore? Is your boss being flexible with your schedule?"

Clarissa recognized the deflection tactic—her mother's standard response whenever conversations approached topics connected to the past. LaToya had elevated redirection to an art form in the years since they'd left Pinewood Heights.

"The apartment's fine. Work's fine." Clarissa set down her sandwich as her appetite diminished. "Mom, I've been thinking about reaching out to Jessica again."

The serving spoon LaToya had just picked up clattered to the floor, the sound sharp and sudden in the quiet kitchen. She stood frozen for a moment, staring at the utensil as though it had fallen from the ceiling rather than her own hand.

"That girl is in your past, Rissa. Focus on your future now," she snapped, her voice taking on an edge Clarissa rarely heard. Then, as though catching herself, LaToya immediately softened. She retrieved the spoon, rinsed it in the sink, and replaced it with a new one from the drawer. "More iced tea, honey?"

Without waiting for an answer, she filled Clarissa's glass to the brim, a few drops spilling onto the counter. LaToya immediately grabbed a cloth and wiped away the small puddle with quick, nervous movements.

"We should plan your baby shower soon," she continued, her words coming faster now. "Nothing too elaborate—just family and close friends. Maybe a neutral theme, since you're being so stubborn about not finding out the gender. Yellow and green, perhaps. Or animals. Everyone loves baby animals."

Clarissa watched as her mother smoothed non-existent wrinkles from her perfectly pressed slacks, adjusted the salt and pepper shakers until they aligned precisely with the napkin holder, and straightened a refrigerator magnet that had shifted minutely to the left. Every movement screamed anxiety, from the rapid blinking of her eyes to the way she kept glancing at the kitchen clock as though willing time to move faster.

"Mom," Clarissa said quietly, placing her hand over her mother's restless fingers. "What are you afraid of? What's so terrible about me connecting with Jessica?"

LaToya pulled her hand away, turning to rinse it under the faucet, though it was perfectly clean. "I'm not afraid of anything, Clarissa. I just think it's healthier to move forward rather than dwell on the past. Especially now, with the baby coming. You need to focus on what's important."

"What's important is knowing who I am," Clarissa insisted, her voice gentle but firm. "For my sake, and for my child's."

Her mother turned, water dripping from her fingertips onto the immaculate floor. For a moment, something like grief flashed across LaToya's face—raw and unfiltered. Then it vanished, replaced by the practiced smile that had become her default expression.

"You're my daughter," LaToya said, each word pronounced with deliberate care. "That's who you are. That's all that matters."

But her eyes, darting away to fix on some point beyond Clarissa's shoulder, told a different story—one of secrets still buried, and truths still denied, even after five years of running from them.
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The paper crinkled beneath Clarissa as she shifted her weight on the examination table, the thin material doing nothing to cushion the hard surface or warm the cold vinyl beneath. Dr. Warren's examination room, with its sterile white walls and anatomical posters depicting cross-sections of pregnancies at various stages, felt both familiar and alien after three previous visits. A model of a uterus sat on the metal counter beside sealed packages of medical instruments and a stack of pamphlets with titles like "Your Changing Body" and "Nutrition for Two." Clarissa smoothed the edge of her paper gown over her knees, the material crackling between her fingers as she waited for the doctor to return with her test results.

She'd completed as much of the paperwork as possible—name, address, insurance information, current medications (none)—but the sections requesting birth certificate information and family medical history remained conspicuously blank, save for the few details she'd been able to fill in about her father's high blood pressure. The clipboard with these incomplete forms lay on Dr. Warren's desk, the empty spaces glaring at her even from across the small room.

A soft knock preceded Dr. Warren's entrance. The doctor slipped inside, closing the door with practiced quietness, her vibrant red curls contrasting sharply with her white coat. She carried Clarissa's chart in one hand, a pen in the other, and the gentle smile that had made Clarissa select her from the list of recommended obstetricians.

"Good afternoon, Clarissa," Dr. Warren said, settling onto the rolling stool that allowed her to position herself at eye level with her patients. "Your blood work looks good—iron levels are a bit low, but that's not uncommon. We'll talk about supplements before you leave." She tapped her pen against the clipboard. "I do notice we're still missing some important documentation. No birth certificate yet?"

Clarissa tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture that always emerged when she felt cornered. "My mother says she's still looking for it. It got misplaced during our move."

"Five years ago, you mentioned?" Dr. Warren's tone remained gentle, but her sharp eyes didn't miss the way Clarissa's fingers twisted the edge of her paper gown.

"Yes." Clarissa nodded, keeping her voice level. "We left our previous home rather suddenly. My father's job opportunity."

Dr. Warren made a small note on the chart. "We need your birth certificate for the medical records, Clarissa. And I'm concerned about these gaps in your family medical history." She flipped to a different page, scanning it briefly. "There's very little information here about your mother's side of the family. No data on births, miscarriages, or genetic conditions."

"I know it's not ideal," Clarissa admitted, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. "My mother doesn't talk much about her family history. Her parents died when I was young, and she doesn't have siblings."

The pen tapped against the clipboard again, a rhythmic punctuation to the doctor's thoughts. In the five years since leaving Pinewood Heights, Clarissa had grown accustomed to providing vague, unsatisfying answers about her background—to new friends, to college administrators, to landlords. But sitting in a paper gown with her unborn child's health potentially at stake, the holes in her personal history felt more consequential than ever before.

"Were there any complications with your birth?" Dr. Warren asked. "Premature delivery? Respiratory issues? Your mother never mentioned anything like that during your childhood?"

Clarissa stared at the anatomical poster on the opposite wall, focusing on the clinical illustration of a fetus at sixteen weeks—approximately the size of her own child now. "She's always said it was a normal delivery. Nothing remarkable. Except for it being very long, like thirty-six hours."

"Ouch, that was long. And what about her pregnancy with you? Any gestational diabetes, preeclampsia, or hypertension?"

"I don't think so." Clarissa hated the uncertainty in her voice. "She's never mentioned anything like that."

Dr. Warren's expression remained neutral and professional, but Clarissa didn't miss the slight furrow that appeared between her brows. "What about inherited conditions in either family line? Heart defects, clotting disorders, chromosomal abnormalities?"

Each question landed like a small stone, building into a pile of evidence pointing to how little Clarissa actually knew about herself—about the genetic heritage she was passing to her child. She smoothed the edge of her sweater where it peeked out from beneath the paper gown, buying time as she searched for answers that didn't exist in her memory.

"Nothing that I know of," she finally admitted. "But that doesn't mean there isn't something. It's just… we don't talk about those things. My mother tends to change the subject when I ask specific questions about the past."

Dr. Warren set the clipboard aside and leaned forward slightly, her professional demeanor softening. "Clarissa, I understand family dynamics can be complicated. But from a medical perspective, this information isn't just bureaucratic paperwork—it helps us anticipate and potentially prevent complications for both you and your baby."

"I know," Clarissa said, swallowing against the tightness in her throat. "I've been trying to get more information from my mother, but it's difficult. She's… protective. Always has been."

"Sometimes parents think they're protecting their children by keeping certain medical histories private. They don't want them to worry." Dr. Warren's tone was measured, her words carefully chosen. "But in your situation, as an expectant mother yourself, this information becomes essential."

The doctor picked up the clipboard again, flipping to a new page. "If your mother continues having trouble locating your birth certificate, there are other ways to obtain a copy. The county records office can provide one with proper identification. It might be faster than waiting for her to find it among old boxes."

Clarissa nodded, relief mixing with apprehension at the thought of seeking her birth certificate through official channels rather than through her mother. "I'll do that if she can't find it by next week."

"Good." Dr. Warren smiled, smoothly transitioning back to the clinical portion of the appointment. "Now, let's check your blood pressure, and then we'll do the ultrasound. Excited to see your little one?"

"Very," Clarissa replied, extending her arm for the blood pressure cuff.

As Dr. Warren wrapped the cuff around her upper arm and began to pump, Clarissa stared at the blank spaces on the forms across the room. The gaps in those documents mirrored the gaps in her understanding of herself—her origins, her genetic inheritance, her true identity. The absence of a birth certificate had never mattered much before; now it represented a piece of a puzzle she was increasingly determined to solve, not just for herself but for the child growing within her.

Dr. Warren removed the cuff, noting the reading on Clarissa's chart. "A bit elevated, but nothing concerning. Probably just nerves about the ultrasound." She patted Clarissa's hand reassuringly. "Try to relax. Everything we can measure looks healthy so far."

But as the doctor prepared the ultrasound machine, Clarissa couldn't shake the feeling that the most important measurements—the ones that would tell her who she truly was—remained frustratingly out of reach.


Chapter 16



I slid my tray along the metal rails of the cafeteria line, the familiar sound of plastic scraping against steel blending with the dull roar of inmate conversations. Ahead of me, Susan Holt collected her lunch with the efficient movements of someone who'd performed this routine for years. I counted eight people between us—enough distance to make my approach seem coincidental rather than planned. The mashed potatoes on my tray quivered as I moved, a pale, lumpy island in a sea of watery gravy. I'd learned to stomach prison food, but today my appetite was secondary to the opportunity I'd been cultivating for over a week: Susan Holt was finally ready to talk.

The cafeteria was arranged in unspoken territories—Hispanic women claimed the tables near the windows, black inmates congregated in the center, and the white population divided itself by age and affiliation along the far wall. Susan's status earned her a corner table with partial privacy.

I navigated the room with practiced casualness, balancing my tray in one hand while scanning for threats with peripheral awareness. When I reached Susan's table, I paused, meeting her eyes with a questioning look that asked permission rather than assuming it.

"Sit," she said, gesturing to the seat across from her with a subtle tilt of her chin.

I lowered myself onto the metal bench, arranging my tray with deliberate calm despite the anticipation tightening my chest.

For several minutes, we ate in silence, the cafeteria's cacophony providing perfect cover for the conversation I hoped would follow. Susan methodically sectioned her food, creating distinct borders between each item on her tray. The habit spoke of someone who needed control in an environment that offered precious little of it.

"My friend checked on your sister," I said finally, keeping my voice low. "Left messages at her apartment and her workplace."

Susan's fork paused halfway to her mouth, her weathered face revealing nothing. "And?"

"Still looking," I replied. "Her place was emptied, and she was no longer at the hospital, they said. But your girl's got a history of moving around, hasn't she?"

It was a guess based on fragments Susan had shared previously, but her slight flinch told me I'd hit close to the mark. She set her fork down, eyes darting around to ensure no one was listening.

"Elaine's always been restless," she said, her raspy voice dropping even lower. "Smart girl. Too smart for her own good sometimes."

I nodded, encouraging without pushing. Susan ran her finger along the edge of her tray, a slight nervous gesture at odds with her usual stoic demeanor.

"Five nursing jobs in three states," she continued after a moment. "Never stays more than a year or two. Always leaves suddenly—no notice, no forwarding address. Just disappears and starts over somewhere new."

My pulse quickened, but I kept my expression neutral. This pattern matched what we knew about Elaine.

"Trouble follow her?" I asked, taking a bite of the tasteless mashed potatoes to maintain the casual appearance of our conversation.

Susan's mouth tightened. "Not exactly trouble. More like… she gets involved with people. Wrong people. Then has to get out fast when things go south. But look who’s talking, huh?"

She pushed her tray away slightly, her appetite apparently gone. "This time's different, though. She always lets me know where she lands. Always. Four weeks now with nothing." Her fingers drummed once against the table—the only outward sign of her distress. "It ain't like her."

The timeline aligned perfectly with Ellie's abduction. I felt a surge of adrenaline that I channeled into adjusting my position on the uncomfortable bench.

"Maybe she's just busy with a new job," I offered, playing the role of someone providing reasonable alternatives. "New town, getting settled."

Susan shook her head. "No. She wouldn't ghost me. Not with my commissary account coming due. Not after coming to visit three times last month."

I leaned forward slightly. "Three visits in one month? That's a lot."

"Yeah," Susan agreed, her voice tinged with something that might have been pride. "Said she had some big changes coming. Wanted my advice."

I was about to press further when a shift in the cafeteria's atmosphere registered—a subtle change in the collective volume, a tension that rippled across the room like electricity before a storm. My eyes flicked toward the source: two women from rival factions were standing too close at the beverage station, their postures radiating hostility.

"Your sister mention anything specific about these changes?" I asked, dividing my attention between Susan and the brewing confrontation across the room.

Susan's weathered face creased with genuine worry. "Just that she was helping family with something important. Said she might need to disappear for a while, but she'd make sure my money kept coming." She leaned closer. "Thing is, Elaine doesn't have family besides me. At least none that she⁠—"

A shout cut through the cafeteria noise, followed by the crash of a tray hitting the floor. The two women at the beverage station were now chest-to-chest, voices rising as others gathered around them. Guards along the wall straightened, hands moving to their batons.

"Think we should move?" I suggested, calculating the distance to the nearest exit.

Susan shook her head slightly, her gaze fixed on the confrontation. "Not yet. Drawing attention sometimes makes you a target."

The argument escalated rapidly, words giving way to shoves. One woman—tall with cornrows pulled tight against her scalp—backed up a step before lunging forward. The crowd around them shifted, some moving away from the danger, others pressing closer for a better view.

I kept my focus on Susan, unwilling to let this critical conversation slip away to a routine prison fight. "You said Elaine doesn't have family. Could she have meant friends? A boyfriend?"

Susan opened her mouth to answer, but her eyes suddenly widened, focusing on something over my shoulder. Before I could turn to look, she launched across the table with surprising speed, her body colliding with mine and sending us both tumbling to the floor.

The rush of air near my face was followed by a collective gasp from nearby inmates. Susan's weight pressed me against the cold linoleum as a clatter of plastic hit the ground where I'd been sitting seconds before. I twisted my head to see a makeshift weapon—a toothbrush with a sharpened handle—sliding across the floor, streaked with something dark that might have been blood.

"Stay down," Susan hissed, shielding me with her body as chaos erupted throughout the cafeteria.

The initial fight had been a distraction, I realized—a calculated diversion to cover an attack that had apparently targeted our table. Whether I was the intended victim or Susan, I couldn't tell, but her protective instinct had potentially saved me from serious injury.

Guards swarmed into the cafeteria, batons raised, shouting commands that were swallowed by the roar of inmates. A siren began to wail, its piercing tone signaling a facility-wide lockdown. Susan rolled off me, pulling me to my feet with one fluid motion.

"Against the wall," she ordered, guiding me toward the perimeter of the room where other uninvolved inmates were already lining up with their hands visible.

I complied instantly, my FBI training recognizing the procedure even as my mind raced to process what had just happened. Susan positioned herself beside me, her back pressed against the cinder block wall, her breathing controlled despite the adrenaline that must have been coursing through her system.

"You okay?" she asked, voice barely audible beneath the chaos.

I nodded, noting the odd role reversal—the career criminal checking on my well-being rather than the other way around. "Thanks to you," I replied honestly.

Around us, guards were subduing the main combatants, plastic zip-ties replacing handcuffs for speed. The inmate with the weapon had disappeared in the confusion, but blood on the floor suggested she'd connected with someone before dropping her makeshift blade.

"REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE!" a guard bellowed through a megaphone. "HANDS VISIBLE! THE FACILITY IS NOW IN LOCKDOWN!"

Metal doors throughout the prison slammed shut with synchronized finality, the sound echoing through the building like rolling thunder. Susan's shoulder pressed against mine as we stood side by side, both of us scanning the room with the same analytical caution.

"After this dies down," Susan murmured, her eyes fixed forward to avoid drawing attention from the guards, "we need to finish our talk. What I was about to say about Elaine—it's important."

The urgency in her voice sent a chill through me despite the press of bodies along the wall. Whatever Susan knew about her sister, whatever connection existed between Elaine Wilkins and my missing granddaughter, it was significant enough to risk sharing in the midst of a prison lockdown.

"Where?" I whispered back, maintaining the blank expression of a compliant inmate.

"Recreation room. They'll process us there after the sweep."

Guards moved along the line, checking each inmate for injuries or contraband. The systematic clang of doors continued throughout the facility, sealing off sections as the prison transformed into an even more tightly controlled environment than usual.

I stood motionless against the wall, hands visible, expression neutral—but inside, my mind was racing faster than my heartbeat. Susan Holt had just saved me from a potential stabbing, creating a debt between us that transcended our careful dance of information exchange. And somewhere in the conversation we'd been forced to abandon lay the key to finding Ellie.

As the guards reached our section of the wall, Susan's final words before silence became mandatory sent another surge of adrenaline through my system.


Chapter 17



The recreation room felt unnaturally quiet after the cafeteria's chaos, our breathing audible in the strained silence. Guards had processed inmates in groups, checking for injuries and confiscating anything that could be used as a weapon before releasing us into this holding pattern. I sat beside Susan on a scratched wooden bench against the wall, close enough that our shoulders almost touched. Across the room, a guard with bloodshot eyes monitored us with bored indifference, more interested in the dog-eared paperback in his lap than in our hushed conversation. The protective instinct Susan had shown during the fight had shifted something between us—a fragile trust had formed in the split second she'd chosen to shield me from harm.

"You didn't have to do that," I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Susan's weathered face remained impassive, her eyes fixed on the opposite wall. "Wasn't thinking. Just reacted."

I recognized the deflection for what it was—discomfort with acknowledgment of anything resembling kindness. In prison, compassion was often seen as weakness, yet she'd risked herself to protect me. That meant something.

"Still," I insisted, "not many would have done the same."

Her shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. "Figured you were worth more to me breathing than bleeding out. You're the only one checking on Elaine."

The pragmatism was reassuring—easier to process than altruism in this environment. I shifted slightly on the hard bench, angling my body toward her while maintaining a casual posture for any watching eyes.

"Before everything went to hell, you were saying something about Elaine and family," I prompted, careful to keep my tone merely curious rather than eager. "Said she was doing something for family?"

Susan's eyes flicked toward the guard, confirming he wasn't paying attention, before she responded.

Susan's lips pressed into a thin line. "She has a nephew. Or rather, we have a nephew. Our brother’s son—a kid named Chris Stone. He’s like eighteen years old. None of us has spoken to our brother in years, but Elaine mentioned he was in some sort of trouble."

My fingers gripped the edge of the bench, knuckles whitening as I processed this revelation. The name immediately rang a bell. Chris Stone was the name Christine had given to me, the name of the father of her child. If Elaine were the aunt of Ellie's father, that would create a direct line between the kidnapper and my family.

Susan nodded, the movement almost imperceptible. "Last visit, she was different. Nervous. Said Chris needed her help with 'a baby situation.' Said it was complicated, but important." Her finger traced an invisible pattern on the bench between us. "I figured maybe the kid got some girl pregnant, needed help dealing with it. You know how kids are that age…."

She trailed off, and I could see her trying to put the pieces together as she spoke—but not quite seeing the bigger picture. I realized she didn’t know what Elaine was up to. Elaine had acted on her own, or at least not with her sister.

“So maybe that’s why you haven’t heard from her,” I said, trying to keep my anger in check. “She’s out there dealing with it.”

"Yeah." Susan's expression hardened. "But Elaine wouldn't just ghost me unless something was wrong. Or someone was making her stay quiet."

The protective note in her voice was unmistakable. Whatever Susan Holt had done in her criminal career, whatever lines she'd crossed, her concern for her sister was genuine. I could use that.

"Any idea who might be doing that?" I asked, leaning closer under the pretense of avoiding the guard's attention.

Susan studied me for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Her eyes narrowed slightly. "Why so interested, Rachel? This isn't your problem."

I shrugged, affecting nonchalance. "Just curious. And concerned for your sister. I would be worried if I hadn’t heard from mine in a long time."

Before Susan could press further, the guard across the room stood, tucking his paperback into his back pocket. "Alright, ladies, lockdown's lifted. Back to your cells for count."

Inmates began rising from benches and tables, forming the habitual lines that prison life instilled through repetition and consequence. Susan and I stood together, joining the procession toward the door where another guard waited to escort us back to our cell blocks.

"If you hear anything about Elaine from your friend," Susan murmured as we shuffled forward in line, "you'll let me know?"

I nodded, meeting her gaze with a sincerity that transcended my cover identity. "I promise."

We filed through the doorway and into the corridor, a line of orange jumpsuits moving with the resigned shuffle of the institutionalized. But inside, my mind was racing ahead, already planning my next communication with Matt.

And perhaps more significantly, I now understood why my granddaughter had been targeted. This wasn't a random kidnapping or a trafficking operation. This was a father taking his child, a father with criminal connections and the resources to make it happen. The revelation brought both hope and a new fear. If Chris wanted his daughter badly enough to orchestrate such an elaborate plan, he wouldn't give her up without a fight.

As the cell block door clanged shut behind us, I felt the weight of this new knowledge settling on my shoulders. The case had just become clearer and more complicated at the same time.


Chapter 18



THEN:

The contraction seized Clarissa's body like a vise, crushing her spine and abdomen in a grip that stole her breath. She gripped the cold metal rails of the hospital bed, her knuckles white as bone, and focused on Dr. Warren's steady voice cutting through the haze of pain. Machines beeped in rhythmic counterpoint to her ragged breathing. Five years since fleeing Pinewood Heights, and here she was, bringing new life into a world still filled with unanswered questions.

"You're at nine centimeters," Dr. Warren said, her vibrant curls contained beneath a surgical cap. "Not much longer now, Clarissa. You're doing beautifully."

LaToya hovered at the bedside, her fingers interlaced with Clarissa's in a grip that had grown slick with sweat over the past fourteen hours. Her mother's normally perfect makeup had begun to fade, dark smudges appearing beneath her eyes like bruises against her skin.

"Breathe through it, honey," LaToya urged, her Southern accent thickening with each passing hour. "Just like they taught you in those classes."

Clarissa wanted to snap that she knew how to breathe, that she'd been breathing quite successfully for years without instruction, but another contraction stole the words before they could form. She closed her eyes against the pain, trying to focus on something—anything—beyond the relentless pressure.

Her father's absence pressed against her consciousness, another empty space in a life that seemed increasingly defined by what wasn't there rather than what was. Pete had called that morning from the electrical suppliers' conference in Phoenix, his voice thick with apology. "The earliest flight they can get me on is tomorrow morning, Rissa. I'm so sorry. Your mother will be there the whole time." The disappointment had settled in her chest like a stone, heavy but not unexpected.

The antiseptic smell of the hospital room burned her nostrils, mingling with the faint scent of her mother's perfume and the metallic tang of sweat. Machines hummed and beeped around her, monitoring her heart rate, the baby's heart rate, and the blood pressure that Dr. Warren had watched so carefully throughout her pregnancy.

"I need to push," Clarissa gasped as the current contraction released her, only to have another building immediately behind it. "I need to⁠—"

"Let me check you first," Dr. Warren said, her voice calm but authoritative as she positioned herself at the foot of the bed. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, her face composed as she nodded. "You're fully dilated. On the next contraction, I want you to push."

The next wave of pain built more quickly than Clarissa was prepared for, a tsunami of pressure that crushed the breath from her lungs. She bore down, a primal sound tearing from her throat as she pushed.

"Good, Clarissa," Dr. Warren encouraged. "Take a breath and push again when you feel it."

LaToya wiped Clarissa's forehead with a cool cloth, her hands trembling slightly. "You're doing so well, baby. So well."

Hours compressed into minutes, minutes into seconds as Clarissa's world narrowed to the rhythm of contractions, the burning stretch as her body opened, the encouraging words from Dr. Warren counting her through each push. The fluorescent lights above seemed to pulse in time with her racing heart, sweat dripping into her eyes despite LaToya's attempts to blot it away.

"The head is crowning," Dr. Warren announced. "Reach down if you want to feel it, Clarissa."

With shaking fingers, Clarissa touched the wet, wrinkled skin of her baby's head, the sensation so alien and yet so profoundly right that tears sprang to her eyes. "Oh, my God," she whispered.

"One more big push," Dr. Warren instructed. "The shoulders are the hardest part, then we're home free."

Clarissa gathered the last fragments of her strength, bearing down with everything she had left. The burning intensified to a searing fire as the baby's shoulders rotated and slipped free. A sudden release of pressure, a rush of fluid, and then—a cry, thin and indignant, piercing the clinical quiet of the delivery room.

"It's a girl," Dr. Warren said, her voice warm as she placed the squirming, vernix-covered infant on Clarissa's chest. "And she's perfect."

The weight of her daughter against her skin erased every other sensation—the pain, the exhaustion, the lingering questions about her own origins. Tiny fists waved in protest as a nurse gently dried the baby with a soft towel. Her face was scrunched and red, her mouth open in a perfect O of displeasure at her abrupt entry into the cold, bright world.

"Annie," Clarissa breathed, the name she'd chosen months ago suddenly belonging to this real, solid person in her arms. "Hello, Annie."

LaToya leaned over, her eyes swimming with tears. "She's beautiful, Rissa. Just beautiful."

Dr. Warren worked efficiently between Clarissa's legs, delivering the placenta and checking for tears while a nurse helped position Annie for her first feeding. The baby's instincts took over as she latched onto Clarissa's breast, the sensation strange but not unpleasant.

"She's got your eyes," Dr. Warren remarked, glancing up from her work. "That same striking blue. And look at that hair—already showing waves. She's your spitting image."

Clarissa studied her daughter's face, seeing the truth in the doctor's words. Annie's eyes, though newborn-dark, already showed the deep blue that had always been Clarissa's most distinctive feature—the same eyes that had stared back at her from Jessica's face five years ago. The same eyes that neither LaToya, Pete, nor her younger siblings possessed.

A nurse approached with a clipboard. "We need to complete the family medical history for the baby's records," she said, pen poised over the form. "Any history of diabetes, heart conditions, or genetic disorders on either side of the family?"

Before Clarissa could respond, LaToya stepped forward, her voice suddenly brisk and confident. "We've got good genes all around. Healthy stock on both sides. My parents lived well into their eighties, no major health problems."

"What about your father's family?" the nurse asked, looking to Clarissa.

"I don't—" Clarissa began, but LaToya interrupted again.

“Clarissa's father's side is solid, too. Just that high blood pressure I mentioned earlier, and that's manageable with diet."

The nurse glanced between them, her expression neutral as she made notes. Dr. Warren looked up from where she was finishing her examination, a subtle frown creasing her forehead as she observed the exchange.

"We'll need more specific information for the pediatrician," the nurse said, her tone professionally persistent. "Particularly regarding genetic screening."

"I'll speak with the pediatrician myself," LaToya said firmly. "Some of these things are complicated family matters."

Clarissa stared at her mother, confusion cutting through her exhaustion. LaToya had always been protective, always quick to redirect uncomfortable conversations, but this felt different—more desperate, more deliberate. Dr. Warren caught her eye, her expression carefully neutral yet somehow questioning.

"Let's give the new mom and baby some time to rest," Dr. Warren suggested, her tone gentle but authoritative. "We can complete the paperwork later."

As the medical staff finished their immediate tasks and filed out, Clarissa was left alone with her mother and her daughter. Annie had fallen asleep at her breast, tiny lips still pursed as if in mid-suckle. Her eyelids, translucent and blue-veined, fluttered with newborn dreams.

"Would you like to hold her?" Clarissa asked LaToya, the question emerging from some deep place of wanting to connect, to bridge whatever strange gap had opened between them.

Her mother's hands trembled slightly as she accepted the swaddled bundle. "Hello, little angel," she whispered, her voice catching. "Welcome to the world."

Watching LaToya cradle Annie, Clarissa felt the weight of unasked questions pressing against her chest, heavier than her full breasts, more persistent than the ache between her legs. But in this moment, with her daughter's perfect face peaceful in sleep, those questions would have to wait. For now, she allowed herself to sink into the profound exhaustion of birth, her eyes drifting closed even as her mind continued to turn, like a key searching for its proper lock.
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Morning light filtered through the thin hospital curtains, casting pale rectangles across the foot of Clarissa's bed. Every muscle in her body ached with the aftermath of labor, a bone-deep exhaustion unlike anything she'd experienced before. In the clear plastic bassinet beside her, Annie slept with her tiny fists pressed against her cheeks, her chest rising and falling with the quick, shallow breaths of newborns. Despite her fatigue, Clarissa couldn't stop watching her daughter, cataloging each perfect feature—the delicate curve of her eyebrows, the rosebud mouth, the small wrinkled ears that would someday hold back the same wavy brown hair that Clarissa possessed.

The door to her room swung open, and LaToya appeared, looking remarkably refreshed compared to yesterday. She'd changed into a crisp blouse and slacks, her makeup freshly applied and her hair neatly arranged.

"Good morning, my beautiful girls," LaToya said, her voice lilting with unusual cheerfulness. She carried a paper cup of what smelled like hospital cafeteria coffee in one hand and a manila envelope in the other.

Clarissa pushed herself more upright, wincing at the sharp pain between her legs. "Morning, Mom. You look… rested."

"I stepped out early to run a quick errand," LaToya replied, setting her coffee on the bedside table. She held up the manila envelope with a flourish. "And I have a surprise for you."

"What is it?" Clarissa asked, glancing at Annie to make sure their voices weren't disturbing her sleep.

LaToya sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing the blanket with one hand. "Well, after all that fuss Dr. Warren made about your records, I decided to have one last look through those old boxes in the attic." She tapped the envelope with one manicured finger. "And wouldn't you know it? There it was, tucked in with some of your baby clothes I'd saved."

She opened the envelope and pulled out a document with deliberate care, as though handling something precious and fragile. "Your original birth certificate. I knew it would turn up eventually."

Clarissa's heart quickened as she accepted the paper, her fingers trembling slightly. After months of asking, of being deflected and delayed, here it was—the document that had taken on almost mythical significance in her quest to understand her origins.

The certificate was slightly yellowed at the edges, and the paper was thicker than standard copy paper. Bold text across the top read "Certificate of Live Birth" with "State of Tennessee" beneath it. Clarissa scanned the details—her full name, Clarissa Margaret Jones; birthdate, February 16th; birthplace, Memphis General Hospital; parents, Peter Alan Jones and LaToya Thompson Jones. Everything appeared complete, with official-looking stamps and signatures at the bottom. Her mother's age at her birth was listed as twenty-six, her father's as twenty-nine.

"I can't believe you found it," Clarissa said, a wave of relief washing over her. After so many months of mystery, the straightforward information before her felt like stepping onto solid ground after crossing a rickety bridge. "Just in time, too."

"Sometimes things work out just the way they're meant to," LaToya said, squeezing Clarissa's hand. "I knew it would turn up eventually."

A soft knock at the door preceded Dr. Warren's entrance. She wore her white coat over dark green scrubs, her curly hair loose around her shoulders today instead of contained beneath a surgical cap. "Good morning," she said, her warm eyes taking in the scene. "How are our mother and baby doing?"

"Sore but happy," Clarissa responded, shifting again with another wince.

"That's completely normal," Dr. Warren assured her, checking Annie first, then reviewing Clarissa's chart. "The discomfort should start to improve over the next few days."

"Look what turned up," Clarissa said, holding out the birth certificate. "Mom found it this morning."

Dr. Warren accepted the document, her eyes scanning it with professional thoroughness. "May I?" she asked, gesturing to the chair beside the bed. At Clarissa's nod, she sat and examined the certificate more closely.

"Such a relief to finally find it," LaToya said, her voice maintaining its cheerful tone though Clarissa noticed her fingers tapping against her coffee cup in that nervous rhythm she'd come to recognize. "It was right where I should have looked first, tucked in with some keepsake baby clothes."

"How fortunate," Dr. Warren replied, her tone neutral. She looked up at LaToya. "Would you mind getting me a coffee while I finish examining Clarissa? Black with one sugar, please. The cafeteria brew isn't great, but it's better than nothing after a night of deliveries."

LaToya hesitated, her eyes flicking to the birth certificate still in Dr. Warren's hands. "Of course," she finally said, rising from her seat on the bed. "I'll be right back."

As the door closed behind her mother, Dr. Warren's professional smile remained in place, but something in her eyes shifted. She handed the certificate back to Clarissa. "Everything seems to be in order," she said carefully, each word measured as though selected from a larger vocabulary of possible responses.

"But?" Clarissa prompted, sensing the unspoken reservation.

Dr. Warren maintained eye contact a beat longer than normal, her gaze weighted with meaning Clarissa couldn't quite decipher. "But nothing specific," she finally said, her voice lowered slightly. "It's just that as a medical professional who's dealt with various records over the years, I've developed certain… instincts."

She stood, adjusting her stethoscope around her neck. "I'm glad you have the documentation you need for Annie's records. That's what matters right now." She paused, then added, "If you ever have questions about anything—medical records, family history, anything at all—my door is always open to my patients."

Clarissa felt a chill despite the warmth of the hospital room. "What are you saying, exactly?"

"I'm not saying anything specific," Dr. Warren replied, her tone gentle but firm. "Just that I'm here if you need me." She glanced toward the door. "Your mother will be back shortly. I should check on my other patients."

After the doctor left, Clarissa stared at the document in her hands. A creeping uncertainty had replaced the initial relief. She studied the certificate more carefully, noticing details she'd missed in her first examination. The ink on some of the typed information seemed slightly darker than the rest. The official seal, while present, lacked the depth of impression she would expect from an original document. The paper itself, while yellowed at the edges, felt too crisp for something supposedly that old.

Annie stirred in her bassinet, making the small grunting noises that typically preceded full-throated crying. Clarissa carefully folded the birth certificate and returned it to the envelope, then reached for her daughter. As she cradled Annie against her chest, the hospital room suddenly felt smaller, the walls closer, the air thinner. The document that should have provided answers had instead raised new questions; its presence was more disturbing than its absence had been.

When LaToya returned with Dr. Warren's coffee, her smile faltered at finding the birth certificate already tucked away, and Clarissa focused intently on feeding Annie. The tension in the room had shifted, invisible but palpable, like the pressure drop before a storm.


Chapter 19



The concrete ceiling of my cell had a hairline crack that ran exactly twelve inches before branching into three separate fissures, like a river delta viewed from above. I'd memorized its pattern during countless sleepless nights, and now it served as a focus point while I waited for two a.m. and the guard rotation that would bring Officer Jenkins past my cell. Above me, Tanya's breathing had settled into the heavy rhythm of deep sleep, punctuated by occasional soft snores that provided cover for any subtle movements I might need to make. The prison never truly went silent—even at this hour, distant clangs, muffled voices, and the perpetual hum of the ventilation system created a backdrop of institutional white noise—perfect conditions for what I needed to do.

I turned my head carefully, checking the small digital clock on the far wall. 1:47 a.m. Thirteen minutes until Jenkins would begin his rounds. Thirteen minutes to prepare the message that might lead Matt to my granddaughter.

My mind replayed the conversation with Susan Holt, analyzing every detail about Chris Stone and his connection to Elaine Wilkins as her nephew—most significantly, his status as Ellie's father—a fact that changed everything about the case.

Christine had refused to discuss Ellie's father with me or anyone else. "He's gone, and that's all that matters," she'd said when I'd pressed for details, her voice brittle with a pain I hadn't understood at the time.

The realization offered both hope and new complications. Chris wouldn't harm his own daughter, which meant Ellie was likely safe and well-cared for. But a man willing to orchestrate such an elaborate kidnapping wouldn't surrender his child easily, even to her mother. And if he discovered an FBI agent was closing in on him—particularly one with a personal connection to the case—there was no telling how he might react.

1:52 a.m. Eight minutes remaining.

I eased myself into a sitting position, careful not to disturb the thin mattress enough to wake Tanya. My bare feet touched the cold concrete floor, the chill traveling up through my ankles as I moved with practiced silence toward the back corner of our cell. There, where the ceiling met the wall, was a small section of loose tile I'd discovered during my second night—an imperfection in the otherwise rigidly maintained prison infrastructure.

Moving to the small metal sink, I ran the water at its lowest pressure, creating a soft background noise while I prepared the note.

Using a stubby pencil I'd kept from the recreation room, I wrote on a scrap of paper torn from the back of a romance novel Tanya had finished reading:

"Chris Stone. ELLIE'S FATHER. Orchestrated kidnapping using Aunt Elaine Wilkins. FIND HIM."

I folded the note into the smallest possible square, then wrapped it inside the cellophane from the cigarette pack. The whole package went into the waistband of my prison-issue pants, concealed against the small of my back.

1:58 a.m. Two minutes.

I moved to the cell door, positioning myself so I could see down the corridor through the narrow bars. The night-shift guard at the far end was Alvarez, who Jenkins would replace at exactly 2:00 a.m. Alvarez was punctual to a fault, already gathering his belongings and checking his watch as the hour approached.

Right on schedule, Jenkins appeared at the security door, exchanging brief words with Alvarez before taking his position. Jenkins was younger than most of the night guards, with the slightly bored expression of someone working a job rather than pursuing a calling. His financial problems were common knowledge among the inmates who trafficked in such information—a gambling debt that had grown large enough to make the risk of smuggling messages and minor contraband worth the substantial payment.

The cell block fell silent as the guards changed shifts, inmates instinctively sensing the moment when security was most distracted. I used those precious seconds to move into position, standing just inside my cell door where Jenkins would see me when he made his first pass.

At 2:03 a.m., Jenkins began his rounds, moving down the corridor with the measured pace of someone stretching a boring task to fill assigned time. His eyes swept across each cell, performing the perfunctory check that inmates were present and not engaged in anything requiring intervention. When he reached my cell, I made the subtle hand gesture we'd arranged—two fingers pressed briefly against my temple, as if brushing back hair.

Jenkins' stride faltered almost imperceptibly. He approached my door, pretending to check the lock mechanism while positioning himself to block the security camera's view of our exchange.

"Got something?" he murmured, eyes fixed on the lock rather than my face.

"For Miller," I whispered back, using Matt's last name as we'd arranged. "Time-sensitive."

Jenkins nodded once, a slight dip of his chin that could have been part of his inspection of the door. I extracted the note from my waistband, passing it through the narrow gap in the bars with a smooth motion born of practice. His hand closed around the paper, disappearing it into his pocket with professional sleight of hand.

"Tomorrow night," he said, voice barely audible. "Same time for any response."

Then he was moving again, continuing his rounds as if nothing had transpired, his posture relaxed, his pace unchanged. Only someone specifically watching for the exchange would have noticed anything unusual, and at this hour, the night supervisor was typically occupied with paperwork in the administrative office rather than monitoring the security feeds.

I returned to my bunk, easing myself onto the thin mattress with the same care I'd used to rise from it. Tanya hadn't stirred, her breathing maintaining the deep, regular pattern of untroubled sleep. The concrete ceiling stared back at me, its familiar cracks now seeming like a map to an unknown destination.

The information I'd passed to Matt would change the direction of the investigation entirely.

I closed my eyes, not expecting sleep but needing to rest nonetheless. Tomorrow would bring new challenges—maintaining my cover while waiting for Matt's response, continuing to build trust with Susan Holt in case she had more information to share, preferably about Elaine’s whereabouts, should she contact her, while avoiding the attention of whoever had tried to attack us in the cafeteria. The prison routine would continue, indifferent to the breakthrough that might finally lead to my granddaughter.

The pieces were finally coming together. After weeks of dead ends and false leads, I had a name and a motive. My granddaughter was no longer simply missing—she was somewhere specific, with someone identifiable. The knowledge settled in my chest like a weight and a buoyancy simultaneously, the paradoxical combination of fear and hope that had driven me since the moment Christine had called out for her missing baby.

We were coming for you, Ellie. Grandma was coming, and heaven help anyone who stood in my way.


Chapter 20



THEN:

The county records building loomed before Clarissa, a boxy concrete structure with all the charm of a prison block. She shifted Annie's carrier to her other hand, the weight of her three-month-old daughter growing heavier with each step toward the glass double doors. Inside that building lay either confirmation of her deepest fears or proof that her paranoia had gotten the best of her. Either way, she couldn't continue living in limbo, trapped between suspicion and truth, especially not with Annie's future now entwined with her own uncertain past.

"It's okay, sweetie," Clarissa whispered as Annie stirred, tiny fists waving at the sudden brightness when they entered the building. "Just a quick stop and then we'll get you home for a nap."

The lights buzzed overhead like trapped insects, flickering occasionally to cast stuttering shadows across the worn linoleum floor. The space smelled of dust, paper, and furniture polish—the unmistakable scent of bureaucracy. A line of plastic chairs lined one wall, occupied by people clutching folders and forms, their faces set in expressions of resigned patience. Ahead, a row of counters stretched across the room, each with a numbered sign and a clerk behind plexiglass partitions.

Clarissa's hands felt clammy against the handle of Annie's carrier. The diaper bag slid from her shoulder, forcing her to readjust her grip while simultaneously fishing the manila envelope containing her birth certificate from its side pocket. The document inside—the one her mother had so conveniently "found" after months of searching—felt like a ticking bomb between her fingers.

"Next, please. Counter four," a bored voice called out.

Clarissa stepped forward, hyper-aware of the sound of her boots against the floor, the weight of Annie's carrier pulling at her arm, the eyes of other waiting customers tracking her movement. Behind the counter sat a middle-aged woman with steel-gray hair pulled into a severe bun and reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. A nameplate identified her as Ms. Winters, Records Administrator.

"Good morning," Clarissa began, her voice sounding unnaturally high to her own ears. "I need to verify a birth certificate, please."

Annie chose that moment to begin fussing, her small sounds of discontent amplified by the cavernous room's acoustics. Clarissa bounced the carrier gently with one hand while sliding the document through the small opening beneath the plexiglass with the other.

"Sorry," she murmured, reaching into the diaper bag for Annie's pacifier. "She's overdue for her nap."

The clerk nodded without looking up, her attention fixed on the birth certificate. She turned it over, held it up to the light, then placed it flat on the counter again. Her brow furrowed as she reached for a magnifying glass from a drawer.

"Is there a problem?" Clarissa asked, her heart rate accelerating.

The clerk didn't answer immediately. Instead, she pulled out a binder from beneath her desk and flipped through several pages, occasionally glancing between it and Clarissa's certificate. Each silent second stretched Clarissa's nerves tighter, like guitar strings tuned too high and ready to snap.

Annie's fussing escalated to a proper cry. Clarissa set the carrier on the floor and knelt beside it, trying to soothe her daughter while keeping an eye on the clerk's growing concern.

"Mrs. Jones?" the clerk finally said, looking up from the document.

"Ms.," Clarissa corrected automatically. "Is everything all right?"

The clerk removed her reading glasses and fixed Clarissa with a direct stare. "I'm sorry, but there appear to be several inconsistencies with this document. The state seal is incorrect for the period—Tennessee changed its official seal impression in 1994, but your certificate, supposedly from 1993, shows the newer version. Additionally, the paper stock is too recent, and the typeface used for some of the information doesn't match the rest."

The room seemed to tilt beneath Clarissa's feet. She gripped the edge of the counter, her knuckles whitening with pressure.

"What are you saying, exactly?" she asked, though she already knew the answer.

Ms. Winters lowered her voice, leaning closer to the plexiglass. "I'm saying, Ms. Jones, that this appears to be a forgery. Not a particularly sophisticated one, but a forgery nonetheless."

The words hung in the air between them, confirming what Clarissa had suspected since Dr. Warren's careful non-comments at the hospital. She felt a strange sense of relief mixed with horror—relief at finally having her suspicions validated, horror at the implications.

"That's impossible," she said automatically, the words emerging from some place of denial that still existed despite everything. "My mother just found it a few months ago, after I had my daughter."

The clerk's expression softened slightly. "Well, someone created this document, but it wasn't the Tennessee Department of Vital Records. Have you tried contacting the hospital where you were supposedly born? Memphis General, according to this?"

Clarissa shook her head, aware now of the curious stares from other customers in line behind her.

"You might want to start there," Ms. Winters continued, sliding the document back through the opening. "They should have records of all births, even from twenty-three years ago."

Annie's cries grew more insistent. Clarissa's hands trembled as she collected the birth certificate, nearly dropping it twice before managing to return it to the manila envelope.

"Thank you," she managed, though her lips felt numb, disconnected from her brain. She gathered Annie's carrier and the diaper bag, the combined weight threatening to pull her off balance.

"Would you like me to report this?" the clerk asked, her pen poised above a form. "Falsifying government documents is a serious offense."

"No," Clarissa said quickly. "Not yet. I need to… figure some things out first."

She backed away from the counter, aware of eyes tracking her retreat. The lights overhead seemed to pulse in time with her racing heart, their buzzing growing louder in her ears. She pushed through the glass doors, grateful for the rush of cool autumn air against her flushed face.

In the parking lot, Clarissa set Annie's carrier down beside her car, fumbling with her keys as though her fingers belonged to someone else. The weight of what she'd just learned pressed down on her shoulders, heavier than any physical burden she'd ever carried.

Her mother had given her a forged birth certificate. Not a mistake, not a clerical error—a deliberate fabrication. Which meant everything Clarissa thought she knew about herself—her birth, her origins, her very identity—might be built on lies.
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Clarissa's hands shook so badly she had to try three times to fit the key into the ignition. Annie's cries from the back seat had escalated to a full-throated wail that matched the storm brewing inside her chest. The birth certificate lay on the passenger seat where she'd tossed it, the manila envelope splayed open like a wound. Forgery. The word repeated in her mind with each beat of her heart. Not a clerical error or a bureaucratic mishap, but a deliberate deception crafted by someone—most likely her own mother. Clarissa drew in a deep breath, trying to steady herself as she reached for her phone—one more avenue to explore before confronting LaToya directly.

"Shh, Annie, please," she pleaded, twisting in her seat to look at her daughter. Annie's face had flushed a deep red, tiny fists batting at the air as if fighting invisible demons. "I know, baby. I know. Everything feels wrong to me, too."

She performed a quick Google search, fingers tapping impatiently against the steering wheel as the results loaded. Memphis General Hospital. Main switchboard. The number glowed on her screen like a lifeline.

She pressed the call button, then engaged the car's Bluetooth system. Annie's cries competed with the ringing phone, creating a chaotic soundtrack to her racing thoughts.

"Memphis General Hospital, how may I direct your call?" A woman's crisp voice emerged from the car speakers.

"Records department, please," Clarissa said, then added, "Birth records, specifically."

"One moment."

Music filled the car—a tinny rendition of something classical, interrupted periodically by a recorded voice assuring her that her call was important. Clarissa's leg bounced against the floor mat, a nervous habit she'd never been able to break. She reached into the back seat, finding Annie's tiny hand with her fingers. The baby grasped her index finger tightly, her cries subsiding slightly at the contact.

"It's going to be okay," Clarissa whispered, unsure if she was reassuring Annie or herself. "We'll figure this out."

The hold music had cycled through three complete iterations when Annie's fussing escalated again. Clarissa unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed awkwardly into the back seat, contorting her body in the small space. She offered the baby her pinky finger to suck on—a temporary pacifier until she could find the real one buried somewhere in the diaper bag.

"Birth Records, this is Administrator Grayson." A man's voice suddenly cut through Annie's whimpers, startling them both.

Clarissa scrambled back to the driver's seat, breathless from the quick movement. "Yes, hello. My name is Clarissa Jones. I'm trying to verify my birth records from February 16th, 1993."

She could hear the clicking of computer keys in the background as the administrator responded, "Give me just a moment to access that time period. Our records from the nineties were digitized about five years ago, so this shouldn't take long."

More clicking followed. Clarissa found herself holding her breath, the air trapped in her lungs like the truth trapped in her past. Annie had quieted temporarily, distracted by a toy attached to her car seat.

"Jones, you said? Clarissa Jones?" the administrator confirmed.

"Yes. February 16th, 1993." Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, too high and tight.

The clicking stopped. "I'm sorry, Ms. Jones, but I don't show any record of your birth at Memphis General during that time period. I've checked a month in either direction as well, in case there was a dating error."

Clarissa closed her eyes, the final hope she'd been clinging to dissolving like sugar in hot water. "Could the records have been lost during digitization? Or misfiled somehow?"

"It's extremely unlikely," the administrator replied, his professional tone softened with what might have been sympathy. "The digitization process was thorough, with multiple quality checks. If you were born at Memphis General during that period, there would be a record. We've even kept the original paper records in storage as backup."

"I see." Clarissa's voice sounded hollow, disconnected from the turmoil churning inside her.

"Was there anything else I could help you with today?"

"No. Thank you for checking." She ended the call before he could respond, her finger jabbing at the screen with unnecessary force.

The car interior fell silent except for Annie's soft babbling and the persistent tick of the hazard lights Clarissa hadn't realized she'd activated. She stared straight ahead, not seeing the parking lot, the county records building, or the people moving between them. Instead, she saw her mother's face when she'd handed over the birth certificate—the forced casualness, the way her eyes had never quite met Clarissa's. She saw the empty spaces on the walls where baby pictures should have been. She saw Jessica's face in that high school hallway years ago, a mirror image staring back at her with identical blue eyes and the same crescent-shaped birthmark behind her ear.

Slowly, Clarissa turned to look at Annie in the rear-view mirror. Her daughter had settled, fascinated by the toy dangling from the handle of her car seat. Those same blue eyes. That same wavy hair was beginning to sprout on her tiny head. And on the left side, behind her ear, the same crescent birthmark—only on the opposite side from Clarissa's own.

"We deserve to know," she whispered, meeting her reflection's gaze in the mirror. The face that looked back at her was no longer confused or desperate but hardened with resolve. "No more lies. No more running."

She started the engine properly this time, her hands steady as she shifted into drive. She knew where she needed to go. LaToya had spent twenty-three years constructing an elaborate fiction, six of those years literally running from the truth. But that ended today. For Annie's sake. For her own sake. And perhaps even for Jessica's.

As she pulled out of the parking lot, Clarissa remembered the first time she'd seen Jessica in that high school hallway. The shock of recognition had rippled through her body like an electrical current, setting off alarms she'd been too young to understand fully. Now those same alarms blared with new urgency and purpose.

Whatever the truth was—however painful or complicated—she would face it head-on. She checked Annie once more in the rear-view mirror, drawing strength from her daughter's innocent gaze, then turned the car toward her parents’ house.
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The house looked exactly the same as it had three days ago, when Clarissa had visited with Annie. Clarissa pulled into the driveway and parked behind her mother's SUV. Annie had fallen asleep during the drive, her small face peaceful in a way that made Clarissa's heart ache. "I'm doing this for us," she whispered, gently unbuckling the carrier without waking her daughter. The weight of the forged birth certificate in her bag felt like a brick as she walked up the familiar stone path, each step bringing her closer to a confrontation she'd been postponing for years.

She didn't bother knocking. The spare key she still carried slid into the lock with practiced ease, the door swinging open to reveal the immaculate living room with its deliberately arranged furniture. The sound of running water and clinking dishes led her to the kitchen at the back of the house.

LaToya stood at the sink, rubber gloves pulled to her elbows as she scrubbed at a pot with unnecessary vigor.

"Clarissa!" LaToya startled at her daughter's appearance, soapsuds flying as she whirled around. "I didn't hear you come in." Her eyes darted to Annie's carrier, then back to Clarissa's face. "Is everything all right? You look upset."

Clarissa set Annie's carrier gently on the kitchen table, positioning it so the baby would continue sleeping undisturbed. She slipped the manila envelope from her bag and placed it beside Annie, her fingers lingering on the worn paper.

"I went to the county records office today," she said, her voice steadier than she'd expected. "To verify my birth certificate."

LaToya's smile faltered, her hands returning to the sink to rinse away the suds with deliberate slowness. "Oh? Whatever for?"

"The clerk said it's a forgery." Clarissa watched her mother's back stiffen. "Not even a good one, apparently. The seal is wrong for the time period. The paper's too new. Some of the typing doesn't match."

LaToya turned off the water and removed her gloves, each movement measured and precise. When she finally faced Clarissa, her expression had shifted to one of mild concern, though the tightness around her eyes betrayed her.

"Honestly, Rissa, those government workers barely graduated high school. What do they know about official documents?" Her Southern accent, always more pronounced when she was stressed, thickened around the words. "Bureaucratic nonsense. That's all this is."

"I called Memphis General." Clarissa stepped closer, watching her mother's reaction. "They have no record of my birth. None. They said if I'd been born there, they'd have documentation."

LaToya waved a dismissive hand, though her fingers trembled slightly. "Filing errors happen all the time. Records get lost. Systems fail. You're making a mountain out of a molehill."

She turned her back again, grabbed a dish towel, and vigorously dried a bowl that was already dry. Clarissa recognized the evasion tactic from countless conversations over the years—physical busyness as a shield against uncomfortable truths.

"Mom." The word hung between them, heavy with twenty-three years of accumulated lies. "Look at me."

LaToya continued drying the same bowl, her movements becoming more frantic.

"Look at me," Clarissa repeated, her voice hardening. "And tell me why Jessica and I have the same face, the same eyes, the same birthmark in the same place. Tell me why we left Pinewood Heights in the middle of the night six years ago. Tell me who I really am."

The mention of Jessica's name had the effect of a physical blow. LaToya's shoulders hunched forward as if protecting herself, and the bowl slipped from her hands, clattering against the counter but miraculously not breaking. She reached for a glass of water on the windowsill, but her fingers struck it at an awkward angle, sending it toppling. Water cascaded across the counter and onto the floor, creating a spreading puddle that neither woman moved to clean up.

"You’re my daughter. I raised you!" LaToya's voice cracked as she spun around, eyes flashing with a mixture of fear and defiance. "I fed you, clothed you, bandaged your skinned knees, sat up with you when you had nightmares. I taught you to read, to tie your shoes, to stand up for yourself." Her chest heaved with emotion. "I loved you every single day of your life, and this is the thanks I get?"

A movement in the doorway connecting the kitchen to the garage caught Clarissa's attention. Pete stood there, still in his work clothes, his expression a complicated mixture of guilt and resignation. Unlike LaToya's animated defense, he seemed deflated, as if the weight of whatever secret they shared had been slowly crushing him for years.

"Dad?" Clarissa's voice softened as she addressed him. "Do you have anything to say?"

Pete opened his mouth, then closed it again, his gaze sliding to LaToya as if seeking permission or guidance. The silence stretched between the three of them, broken only by Annie's soft breathing from her carrier and the steady drip of water from the counter to the growing puddle on the floor.

"I can't do this anymore," Clarissa said finally, gathering Annie's carrier. "I deserve the truth. Annie deserves the truth. Whatever it is, however bad you think it is, the not knowing is worse."

LaToya's face hardened, her momentary vulnerability replaced by a defensive anger that Clarissa recognized from their worst arguments. "You have no idea what you're asking for," she said, each word clipped and precise. "No idea at all."

Clarissa held her gaze for a long moment, searching for some crack in her mother's armor, some opening toward honesty. Finding none, she turned away, adjusting Annie's carrier on her arm.

"I'll figure it out without your help then," she said quietly. "But when I do, don't expect me to pretend anymore. Whatever fiction you've created, I'm done living in it."

Pete still hadn't spoken, his presence in the doorway more ghost-like than human. As Clarissa passed him, his hand lifted slightly as if to touch her arm, then fell back to his side.

The walk to her car felt longer than it had when she'd arrived, each step weighted with disappointment. She secured Annie in the back seat with mechanical precision, her mind already racing ahead to the next steps, other avenues to explore. The birth certificate was forged. Memphis General had no records. Her parents refused to answer. But somewhere, the truth existed—and she would find it.

As she slid into the driver's seat, her phone buzzed with an incoming text. Expecting it to be from LaToya—perhaps a tearful apology or further justifications—she was surprised to see an unfamiliar number on the screen. The message was brief but stopped her heart mid-beat:

"If you're looking for answers about your birth, I might be able to help. I was the officer assigned to an unusual case in Pinewood Heights years ago. A case that I believe involves you. —Detective David Michaels"

Clarissa stared at the text, her finger hovering over the screen as a thousand questions exploded in her mind. Detective David Michaels. A name she'd never heard before, yet he claimed to know something about her past—a past that her parents had gone to extraordinary lengths to hide. Her gaze drifted to Annie in the rearview mirror, then back to the unexpected message that had appeared like a key to a door she'd been pounding on for years.

Without allowing herself time to reconsider, she typed a single word in response: "When?"


Chapter 21



The prison yard stretched before us like a concrete island in a sea of razor wire, the Florida October sun beating down without mercy or shade. Susan Holt and I claimed a bench against the eastern fence, the metal still cool from the morning shadows. Around us, inmates clustered in their usual tribal formations—the younger women power-walking the perimeter, a group of Latinas occupying the weight bench, three older inmates playing cards at a scarred picnic table. I kept my posture relaxed but alert, finally close enough to Susan to extract the information I needed about her sister Elaine—and through her, my missing granddaughter.

"So, Elaine's worked at a few different hospitals?" I prompted, my voice casual as I squinted against the sun, pretending to track a bird circling overhead.

Susan shifted beside me, her weathered fingers tapping an irregular rhythm against her thigh. The cafeteria incident had changed something between us—a debt formed when she'd protected me from the sharpened toothbrush, a tentative trust neither of us acknowledged directly.

"Five jobs in three states over the past five years," she said finally, her raspy voice lowered despite the ambient noise of the yard. "Nevada, then Arizona, then back to Nevada. Now, Florida."

I processed this information and matched it against the Bureau's findings on Elaine Wilkins. There had been gaps in her employment history—periods when she'd disappeared from official records, only to resurface with a new position, new references, and new credentials.

"Seems like a lot of moving around for a nurse," I observed, careful to keep my tone neutral. "Hard to build seniority that way."

Susan's mouth tightened at the corners. "Elaine doesn't need seniority. She's good at what she does. Real good." Pride colored her words, despite everything. "Some places just didn't appreciate her skills."

"Their loss," I offered, encouraging without pressing.

The sun inched higher, beating down on my exposed neck. A bead of sweat traced a path between my shoulder blades, though whether from heat or tension, I couldn't say. Susan's expression had softened slightly at the mention of her sister's competence—a thread worth pulling.

"Did she ever mention why she left those other positions?" I asked, as if merely making conversation.

Susan's fingers stilled against her leg. "Questions started coming up. About her paperwork, her background. Bureaucratic bullshit." Her jaw set in a familiar pattern of defiance. "Elaine doesn't stick around when people get suspicious. Better to move on, start fresh."

My pulse quickened slightly. This fit the profile we'd been building—Elaine as someone skilled at reinventing herself, at disappearing when scrutiny intensified—perfect qualifications for someone planning to abduct a newborn.

"Smart," I agreed. "No point fighting the system when you can just find somewhere new."

Susan nodded, a slight relaxation in her posture telling me I'd struck the right note. "That's what I always told her. When heat comes, you don't stand in the fire—you find a new kitchen."

I smiled at the metaphor, filing away this insight into their relationship. Susan had been Elaine's teacher, her guide in navigating a world where authorities represented threat rather than protection. The fierce pride in Susan's voice when she discussed her sister suggested a bond that transcended their criminal ties—genuine love, twisted but real.

"Sounds like you two are close, though," I said, genuinely curious about the dynamics of their relationship.

"She's all I got in this world. And I'm all she's got, no matter what she⁠—"

Her words cut off abruptly as her gaze fixed on something beyond my shoulder. Following her line of sight, I turned slightly, scanning the staff parking lot visible through the chain-link fence.

My stomach dropped.

Matt stood beside a black sedan, his tall frame unmistakable even at this distance. He was speaking with a man in a suit who could only be Warden Phillips, gesturing emphatically as they conversed. Even from here, I could read the urgency in his posture, the tension in his shoulders.

Something had gone wrong. Why would Matt risk coming here, potentially exposing my undercover operation, unless the situation was dire? Was it Christine? Ellie? Had something happened to my granddaughter?

I forced my expression to remain neutral, but couldn't control the involuntary stiffening of my spine, the subtle shift in my breathing.

"What is it?" Susan asked, her voice suddenly sharp.

"Nothing," I said, too quickly. "Just thought I recognized someone."

Susan's eyes narrowed, tracking between the two men by the car and me. Matt turned slightly, his profile clearly visible now as he handed the warden what looked like a file. The warden nodded, his expression grave as he flipped through the pages.

"That guy bothering you?" Susan pressed, studying my reaction with the calculated assessment of someone who had survived by reading others accurately.

"No," I said, forcing a casual shrug. "Reminded me of someone from outside, that's all."

But Susan wasn't buying it. Her gaze remained fixed on Matt, then slowly traveled back to me. I watched the realization dawn across her face like a shadow—her eyes widening slightly before narrowing to slits, her mouth thinning to a hard line.

"You're a cop," she hissed, the words carrying the weight of the ultimate prison betrayal. She slid away from me on the bench, putting distance between us. "You’re a disgusting pig."

"Susan," I said, reaching for her arm instinctively, "it's not what you think⁠—"

She jerked away from my touch as if burned. "Don't touch me, pig. Two weeks you've been playing me? Getting me to talk about Elaine?" Her voice remained low but vibrated with fury.

She stood abruptly, backing away from the bench, her eyes never leaving mine. The hatred in her gaze was a tangible thing, but beneath it lurked something else—a wounded betrayal that spoke to how completely she'd begun to trust me.

"Susan, please," I tried again, rising slowly. "Let me explain⁠—"

But she was already turning away, moving purposefully toward a group of inmates near the basketball court. I watched, heart sinking, as she spoke urgently to them, gesturing back toward me. Heads turned in unison, eyes finding me with sudden, focused hostility.

The whisper spread through the yard like a virus—inmate to inmate, group to group, a ripple of awareness that transformed the atmosphere in seconds. Women who had nodded to me that morning now glared with naked contempt. Others made subtle threatening gestures, fingers drawn across throats, fists pounding into palms.

I remained standing by the bench, deliberately keeping my posture open and non-threatening while my mind raced through scenarios, calculating risks and options. The guards stationed around the perimeter seemed oblivious to the shift in dynamics, but the inmates' body language told the story clearly—I had just become the most hated woman in the yard.

My gaze flicked back to the parking lot. Matt and the warden were heading toward the administrative entrance, file in hand. Whatever had brought Matt here had cost me my cover and potentially my only lead to finding Ellie. More immediately, it had placed me in serious physical danger.

I took a measured breath, scanning the yard for the nearest guard, gauging how quickly the situation might escalate. My FBI training cataloged potential weapons, mapped escape routes, and identified the inmates most likely to attack first. But beneath the professional assessment, a hollow sensation spread through my chest.

The prison bell rang, signaling the end of yard time. Never had I been so grateful for institutional routine. As inmates reluctantly began moving toward the doors, their hostile gazes remained fixed on me. I maintained my composure, walking neither too fast nor too slow, careful not to show the fear that crawled beneath my skin.

One thing was absolutely clear—I needed to get a message to Matt immediately. Whatever had prompted his visit, I was now in a race against time. Either I find a way out of this prison within hours, or I might not leave it alive.


Chapter 22



The common area hummed with subdued evening activity—women playing cards, watching the ancient television mounted high on the wall, or simply sitting in the relative comfort of cushioned chairs after a day of prison labor. I claimed a corner seat, an old paperback open in my lap, my body angled toward the row of phones along the far wall. Susan Holt stood at the third booth, her back to the room, shoulders hunched protectively around the receiver. Since the yard incident that morning, a chasm had opened between me and every other inmate—the invisible but impenetrable barrier that surrounds anyone identified as law enforcement.

I had to get a message to Matt, but could only do it tonight, when Jenkin did his rounds.

I turned a page I hadn't read, keeping my eyes lowered while my attention remained fixed on Susan. The isolation was both a blessing and a curse—no one approached me, which meant no immediate threat, but it also highlighted my vulnerability. In prison, being alone was the most dangerous state of existence.

The women nearest me had shifted their chairs to increase the distance between us, their conversation dropping to whispers whenever I glanced their direction. The hatred was palpable, a current in the air as tangible as the smell of industrial cleaner and instant coffee. A tattooed inmate spat on the floor as she passed my chair. Another made a slashing motion across her throat, her eyes never leaving mine.

Focusing on the paperback, I strained to catch fragments of Susan's conversation. Her voice was deliberately quiet, her posture suggesting she was shielding her words from anyone who might be monitoring.

"…haven't heard from her in weeks," Susan was saying, her voice rising momentarily before dropping again. "You need to check the apartment in Vegas. The one near Fremont."

Vegas. The word sent a surge of adrenaline through my system. The puzzle pieces were aligning, creating a picture with clear geographic coordinates.

My fingers tightened on the book, careful not to betray my interest by looking up too quickly. Susan was giving specific directions to someone—directions that might lead directly to Elaine.

"Tell her I know she's scared, but she needs to call me," Susan's voice dropped even lower. "Tell her I know about the baby. I know what they're planning, and it's not⁠—"

Susan abruptly turned toward the room, her eyes scanning the assembled inmates until they locked with mine. Her expression hardened, jaw clenching as she registered my attention. Without breaking eye contact, she spoke a few more words into the receiver, then hung up with deliberate force.

I returned my gaze to the paperback, but the damage was done. Susan crossed the common area with purposeful strides, stopping to whisper to Tanya, my cellmate, who sat playing cards with two other women I recognized as part of Susan's inner circle. All three turned to stare at me, their expressions darkening in unison.

They exchanged meaningful glances, a silent communication that needed no translation. Tanya nodded once, her eyes cold as she gathered her cards and stood. One of the other women—heavily muscled with crude tattoos running up both arms—checked the position of the nearest guard before following Tanya toward the exit.

Time to move. I closed the book, rose casually from my chair, and headed for the corridor that led back to the cell blocks. My mind raced through options—I could request protective custody, but that would mean isolation and loss of any chance to gather more information about Ellie. I could attempt to contact Jenkins again, accelerate the extraction plan Matt was presumably already initiating. Or I could try to weather the coming storm, maintain my position long enough to pass critical intelligence to the outside.

The hallway stretched before me. At this hour, most inmates would be in the common area or their cells, leaving the connector corridors relatively empty. I quickened my pace slightly, alert to the soft footfalls I detected behind me.

The shower room loomed ahead, steam drifting from its open doorway—a necessary detour before lockdown. The protocol required inmates to shower before the final count, and skipping would draw unwanted attention from guards. I paused at the entrance, listening for voices inside, calculating risks.

Two women were at the sinks, another visible through the steam at the far shower stall. None appeared to be part of Susan's circle. I stepped inside, moving efficiently toward an empty shower stall, keeping my back to the wall as I began unfastening my uniform.

The attack came with practiced coordination. Tanya appeared first, blocking the main exit with her stocky frame. The tattooed woman emerged from a stall I'd thought empty, positioning herself between me and the secondary door. The third woman—older, with a scar bisecting her left eyebrow—stepped from behind the privacy partition, completing the triangle that pinned me against the tile wall.

The other inmates in the shower room melted away, disappearing through the exits without a backward glance. No witnesses, no interference. Prison justice at work.

"Didn't anyone ever tell you what happens to cops in here?" Tanya asked, her voice low and conversational as she reached into her waistband.

The makeshift weapons appeared with practiced efficiency—a toothbrush with its end melted and shaped into a crude blade, a sock weighted with bars of soap to form a heavy flail, and most concerning, a razor blade embedded in a plastic handle, the entire construct wrapped in tape for grip.

I assessed my options, keeping my posture neutral but prepared. Twenty-three years of FBI training had equipped me for hand-to-hand combat, but they had weapons. I had nothing but my bare hands.

"I'm not a cop," I said, the lie hollow even to my own ears. "Whatever Susan told you⁠—"

"Save it," the tattooed woman cut me off, advancing with the razor. "We know exactly what you are. You’re a snitch. Snitches get stitches."

They moved in unison, a coordinated attack that spoke of prior experience. I sidestepped the first lunge, letting my shoulder slam against the tile wall as if off-balance. The woman with the soap-filled sock swung at my midsection, and I doubled over—partly performance, partly genuine response to the solid impact against my ribs.

Using the momentum of my forward motion, I drove my shoulder into Tanya's stomach, knocking her back several steps. The move appeared desperate rather than tactical, disguising my training behind a facade of panic. Tanya grunted, stumbling into the shower stall but recovering quickly.

"Bitch," she hissed, swinging the sharpened toothbrush in a wide arc.

I raised my arm to block, allowing the makeshift blade to graze my forearm rather than my face. Blood welled immediately, bright red drops spattering against the white tile floor. The pain was sharp but manageable—a calculated sacrifice to protect more vulnerable areas.

The woman with the razor circled behind me, and I pivoted to keep her in view, my back still against the wall. For a moment, we stood in tense formation, their faces flushed with adrenaline, my breathing deliberately ragged to project fear I didn't entirely feel.

"You've been asking too many questions," the older woman said, twirling the razor handle between her fingers. “About things that aren't your business."

I opened my mouth to respond, but never got the chance. Tanya lunged forward, and I moved to block her attack—but it was a feint. The tattooed woman seized the opportunity, grabbing a fistful of my hair and slamming my head against the tile wall with stunning force.

Stars exploded across my vision, pain radiating from the point of impact. I staggered, momentarily disoriented, and they pressed their advantage. Blows rained down from multiple directions—fists connecting with my ribs, a knee driving into my stomach, the weighted sock striking my shoulder with enough force to numb my entire arm.

I fought back with diminishing effectiveness, landing a solid kick to Tanya's knee that dropped her with a howl of pain. But the others redoubled their efforts, the razor opening a shallow cut across my collarbone, blood immediately soaking into my prison uniform.

The final blow came as I struggled to remain upright—Tanya, recovered enough to rejoin the fight, grabbed my head with both hands and slammed it against the shower controls. Metal connected with skull in a sickening impact that sent me crashing to the floor, the world tilting and darkening at the edges.

Through the haze of pain and the water now spraying from the activated shower, I heard the distant sound of a whistle, then the pounding of boots on tile. A correctional officer’s voice cut through the chaos, his radio crackling as he called for medical assistance.

"Get back! All of you, against the wall now!"

Cold water pooled beneath my cheek as I fought to maintain consciousness. Blood mixed with the spray, swirling in pale pink spirals toward the drain. Through the fog descending over my mind, one thought crystallized with perfect clarity—Vegas. Ellie was in Vegas. Now I just had to stay alive long enough to find her.

The world faded to black before I could form another coherent thought.


Part II


Chapter 23



I woke to the rhythmic beep of a heart monitor, its electronic pulse keeping time with the throbbing in my skull. White ceiling. Antiseptic smell. The scratchy texture of hospital sheets against my skin. My ribs protested with each shallow breath, and my left arm felt unnaturally heavy, encased in something rigid and unfamiliar. I blinked against the harsh fluorescent lights, piecing together fragments of memory—the shower room, Tanya's face contorted with rage, the sickening impact of skull against metal. And before that, Matt in the prison parking lot, my cover disintegrating like wet paper.

Movement to my right drew my attention. Matt was slumped in a vinyl chair, his head tilted at an angle that would punish him when he woke. Deep shadows pooled beneath his eyes, and his usually neat shirt was rumpled, the collar unbuttoned and askew. His prosthetic leg was positioned at an awkward angle, the way it always was when he fell asleep sitting up rather than removing it properly. Even in unconsciousness, his face carried the weight of worry.

I shifted slightly, testing the boundaries of my injuries. Left arm in a cast. Bandaged ribs. The tightness of butterfly strips across my cheekbone and eyebrow. My tongue found a split in my lower lip, the coppery taste of blood still lingering despite what must have been hours since the attack. Memories filtered back—Susan Holt's betrayed expression, the whispered conversations in the common room, Vegas. Ellie was in Vegas.

Matt stirred, his eyes opening slowly before snapping to alertness when they found me watching him. He leaned forward, relief washing across his features.

"You're awake," he said, his voice rough with exhaustion.

"Observant as ever, Miller," I replied, the words scraping painfully against my dry throat.

He reached for a plastic cup on the bedside table, guiding the straw to my lips. The water was lukewarm but felt like heaven against my parched mouth.

"How long?" I asked after drinking.

"Almost thirty hours. You have a concussion, three broken ribs, a hairline fracture in your left forearm, and enough bruises to qualify as abstract art." His attempted smile didn't reach his eyes. "The doctor said you were lucky."

"Lucky would have been getting the information without having my cover blown," I said, the edges of my words sharpening despite my physical weakness. "What in the world were you thinking, showing up at the prison like that?"

Matt's posture stiffened, the momentary tenderness retreating behind a wall of defensive professionalism. "I was thinking about keeping you alive. We got intelligence that there was a contract on Rachel Evans. Someone inside figured out you weren't who you claimed to be. I spoke to Wilson, and he told me to get you out ASAP, but I was too late. We might need to face his anger at some point later."

I absorbed this, connecting it to the attack in the cafeteria that Susan had prevented. "That was already happening. I was handling it."

"Three inmates nearly beat you to death in a shower," Matt countered, leaning forward with intensity. "That's not 'handling it.'"

"I would have been fine if you hadn't paraded around the yard with the warden, confirming every suspicion." The effort of arguing sent pain shooting through my ribs, but I pushed through it. "You compromised weeks of work, Matt. I was getting somewhere. I had leads on Elaine, on the dad, Chris Stone, and on where she might have taken Ellie. I sent you all this information."

His jaw tightened. "You think I don't know that? You think I wanted to pull you out?" He stood abruptly, pacing the small area beside my bed with the slight unevenness in his gait that appeared when he was distressed. "The Intel came through Jenkins—your own contact. He got word that Susan Holt had discovered your real identity and put out the word. The attack was scheduled for that night."

"So, you decided to confirm her suspicions by showing up in person?" The pain in my head intensified with each word, but I couldn't let it go. Ellie was still out there. Every day mattered.

Matt stopped pacing, his shoulders slumping suddenly as the defensive anger drained from him. When he looked at me again, his eyes were bright with unshed tears.

"I thought I was going to lose you," he said, his voice breaking on the words. "I've spent two decades in law enforcement, Eva. I've lost partners before. But the thought of losing you…." He shook his head as if the words wouldn't come. "I couldn't bear it. Not you."

The raw emotion in his voice cut through my anger like a blade through silk. Matt wasn't just my professional partner; he was the man who had stood beside me through my worst moments, who had helped raise my children, who had built a life with me piece by fragile piece. And I'd put all of that at risk by going undercover without authorization.

"Matt," I said, softer now. "I'm sorry. But Ellie⁠—"

"I know." He moved back to the bed, taking my uninjured hand in both of his. "I know what she means to you. To all of us." His thumb traced gentle patterns across my knuckles. "But Christine needs her mother, too. And I need you."

I looked at our joined hands, at the strength in his fingers that had pulled me back from so many edges. "I need to find her," I whispered.

"We will," he promised. "Together. The right way."

He leaned down then, pressing his lips against mine with a gentleness that respected my injuries while conveying everything words couldn't. I tasted salt—whether from his tears or mine, I couldn't tell. For a brief moment, the pain receded, replaced by the certainty of his presence, his unwavering support.

The door opened with a soft click, and Matt straightened as a doctor entered, clipboard in hand. She was young, with dark hair pulled back in a bun and eyes that looked like they'd seen too many preventable tragedies.

"Ms. Thomas," she said, approaching the bed. "Good to see you conscious. I'm Dr. Peterson." She checked the monitors beside my bed, making notes on her clipboard. "Your vitals are stabilizing nicely, though your blood pressure is still higher than I'd like." She gently lifted my bandaged wrist to check the pulse. "How's the pain, on a scale of one to ten?"

"Four," I lied, knowing full well it was closer to seven.

Her raised eyebrow told me she wasn't fooled. "I'll have the nurse bring something for that. You've had quite an ordeal. The concussion alone requires at least 72 hours of observation, and those ribs need six to eight weeks of minimal movement to heal properly."

I shook my head, already calculating how quickly I could get to Las Vegas. "I'm discharging myself today."

Dr. Peterson's professional demeanor cooled noticeably. "That would be extremely inadvisable. Your injuries⁠—"

"Will heal on the road," I finished for her, meeting her disapproving gaze steadily. "I understand the risks."

"I don't think you do," she countered. "The concussion could have serious complications if not monitored. The rib fractures could puncture a lung if you overexert yourself."

"I appreciate your concern," I said, softening my tone slightly. "But this isn't negotiable. I need the discharge papers as soon as possible."

She looked to Matt, clearly hoping he would be the voice of reason. He sighed, rubbing a hand across the stubble on his jaw.

"I'll keep an eye on her," he promised the doctor. "We'll be careful."

Dr. Peterson's lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval. "I'll have the nurse prepare the AMA forms," she said finally, referring to the Against Medical Advice paperwork. "But I want it on record that I strongly advise against this."

"Noted," I said, already pushing myself into a more upright position despite the sharp protest from my ribs.

With a final disapproving glance, Dr. Peterson left the room, the door closing with more force than necessary behind her.

"Vegas," Matt said once we were alone, not a question but a confirmation.

I nodded, wincing at the movement. "Elaine Wilkins is there. Susan was giving specific directions to an apartment near Fremont Street. It’s not much, but it's our best lead to finding Ellie."

Matt's expression shifted from concern to focused determination—the look I'd seen countless times when a case crystallized into clear action. He looked at his phone. "I'll make the arrangements. Flight leaves in three hours if you can be ready."

Despite the pain radiating through every inch of my body, I felt a surge of fierce purpose. "I'll be ready."


Chapter 24



THEN:

The coffee shop across from the police station was exactly what Clarissa had expected—worn leather booths cracked from years of shifting bodies, the bitter smell of burnt coffee hanging in the air like a warning, afternoon light struggling through dusty blinds in thin, golden stripes. She maneuvered Annie's stroller between tightly packed tables, the sleeping three-month-old oblivious to the gravity pulling at her mother's shoulders. Detective David Michaels was easy to spot, sitting ramrod-straight in a corner booth, a manila folder placed precisely in the center of the table before him.

"Ms. Jones," he said, rising slightly as she approached. His voice matched his text messages—direct, professional, without unnecessary embellishment. "Thank you for coming."

Clarissa nodded, positioning Annie's stroller beside the booth where she could keep one hand on it, a habit she'd developed since bringing her daughter home from the hospital. "Detective Michaels."

"David is fine," he offered, though his formal posture didn't soften with the invitation to familiarity. Up close, she noted the details her anxious mind automatically cataloged—the slight gray at his temples despite being only in his early forties, the small scar above his right eyebrow that he absently touched when thinking, the wedding band missing from his left hand, but the skin still slightly indented where it had once been.

"How did you get my number?" she asked, not touching the menu a server had silently placed before her.

Michaels acknowledged the question with a slight tilt of his head. "When a potentially forged government document enters the system, it triggers certain alerts. As the detective who handled a connected case, I received notification." He tapped the manila folder with one finger. "I hope you understand I'm not here to cause trouble for you or your family. My interest is purely in resolving a case that has remained open for twenty-three years."

The server returned, and Clarissa ordered coffee she didn't want just to have something to do with her hands. Michaels declined anything further, a half-empty cup already cooling before him.

"You said this involves my birth," she prompted once they were alone again, her heart beating so loudly she wondered if he could hear it.

Michaels nodded, his movements deliberate as he opened the folder. "I've been with the department for fifteen years. Specialized in missing persons after my second year." He withdrew several documents, arranging them with precision.

“Twenty-three years ago, there was a house fire in Pinewood Heights." He laid down a yellowed newspaper clipping. "The parents escaped, but their infant daughter was presumed dead, though no remains were ever recovered."

The server placed Clarissa's coffee in front of her. She immediately reached for the sugar packets, tearing the first one open with trembling fingers, crystals spilling across the table like tiny diamonds.

"I don't understand what this has to do with me," she said, though a part of her already did—had perhaps always known there was something not right about her life, her history, the gaps in her family's storytelling.

Michaels spread several photographs across the table between them—grainy images of infants and toddlers, some formal portraits, others candid snapshots. Missing children from two decades ago, their faces frozen in time.

"Do any of these match your baby photos, Ms. Jones?"

Clarissa tore another sugar packet, not bothering to pour it into her coffee. "I don't have baby photos." The admission hung in the air, its significance growing in the silence that followed. "Not before six months old. My mom always said the camera broke, that they were too busy with a new baby to take pictures."

The officer's pen tapped against his notepad, a subtle tell that her answer had confirmed something important. "No photos. A forged birth certificate. A midnight departure from Pinewood Heights as witnessed by neighbors." He leaned forward slightly. "Jessica. That name mean something to you?"

It wasn't a question. Clarissa's fingers stilled on the third sugar packet, half-torn, granules leaking onto the laminated table surface.

"We were friends. Briefly. Before we moved."

"Friends who look identical, I'm told. Down to a distinctive birthmark." Michaels didn't consult his notes, reciting the detail from memory. "Crescent-shaped, behind the right ear."

Annie stirred in her stroller, making the small grunting noises that typically preceded waking. Clarissa automatically rocked the stroller with one hand, the motion so ingrained she barely noticed doing it.

"There was a family who lost a child in a house fire twenty-three years ago," Michaels continued, his voice softening slightly. "A child whose body was never found, despite extensive searching."

The air in the coffee shop felt suddenly thin, insufficient for the rapid breaths Clarissa couldn't control. The torn sugar packets formed a small mound before her, a miniature monument to her unraveling composure.

"You think I'm—" She couldn't complete the sentence, the words sticking in her throat like ground glass.

"I don't think anything definitively," Michaels replied, his professional demeanor intact, though his eyes had softened slightly. "I follow evidence. And the evidence suggests there are questions about your origins that deserve answers."

Annie's eyes fluttered open, blue and unfocused in the dim light of the coffee shop. Clarissa touched her daughter's cheek with gentle fingers, drawing strength from the warmth of her skin, the solidity of her presence in a world that suddenly seemed built on quicksand.

"What happened to the family after the fire?" she asked, her voice barely audible over the hiss of the espresso machine behind the counter.

"They rebuilt on the same property. Harold continued running his business. Louise took a part-time nursing position at the pediatric unit of Pinewood Medical Center." Michaels paused. "They had another child about three years later. Jessica."

Clarissa's hand flew to her mouth, stifling the slight sound that escaped without her permission. Jessica wasn't her friend with an uncanny resemblance. Jessica was⁠—

"Their younger daughter," Michaels confirmed, watching her reaction closely. "Born after they thought they'd lost their first child."

The coffee shop continued its afternoon rhythm around them—the clatter of dishes, murmured conversations, the bell above the door announcing new customers. But Clarissa existed in a bubble of silence, the implications of what she was hearing expanding to fill every corner of her mind.

"I'd like you to consider a DNA test," Michaels said, sliding a business card across the table with the same precision he'd shown with the photographs. "This could be nothing—a series of strange coincidences, unusual recordkeeping errors." He paused, holding her gaze. "Or it could answer questions you didn't know you had."

Annie began to fuss in earnest now, tiny hands waving in protest at being confined too long. Clarissa gathered her daughter into her arms, finding comfort in the familiar weight, the sweet baby scent of her hair.

"And if it's not nothing?" she asked, her voice steadier than she'd expected.

Michaels carefully returned the photographs to his folder, each movement methodical and precise. "Then a family who has been searching for answers for more than twenty years might finally find peace. And you might discover who you truly are."

He stood, tucking the folder under his arm. "Take some time to think about it. My direct number is on the card." His expression softened briefly. "For what it's worth, Ms. Jones, I've worked missing persons cases for many years. Most never get resolved. The fact that you and Jessica found each other, despite everything—that feels like something that was meant to be."

After he'd gone, Clarissa sat motionless in the booth, Annie cradled against her chest, the untouched coffee growing cold before her. Through the dusty blinds, afternoon light caught the edge of Michaels' card, illuminating his name and the direct line that could lead her toward answers she both craved and feared.
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Clarissa's hands trembled so badly she almost dropped her keys twice before managing to unlock her apartment door. Annie slept against her shoulder, peaceful and warm, completely unaware that their world had just tilted on its axis. The familiar space—small but meticulously organized, textbooks stacked on the coffee table, baby toys corralled in colorful bins—felt suddenly foreign, as if she were seeing it through a stranger's eyes. Or perhaps she was the stranger, a person without a verified past or specific identity, merely occupying a space that belonged to someone else's life.

She moved through the apartment with careful steps, afraid that any sudden movement might shatter the fragile shell of normalcy she'd constructed around herself. The nursery door creaked slightly as she pushed it open with her hip, the sound loud in the quiet apartment. Yellow walls glowed in the early evening light filtering through the star-patterned curtains—walls she'd painted during her seventh month of pregnancy, determined to create a proper home for her child despite everything else falling apart around her.

Annie didn't stir as Clarissa lowered her into the crib, her tiny eyelids fluttering with dreams Clarissa could never access. She lingered, one hand resting lightly on her daughter's chest, feeling the steady rise and fall that had become her most reliable comfort. The crescent birthmark behind Annie's left ear was just visible from this angle—the mirror image of Clarissa's own, a genetic echo passed down through blood that might not be what she'd always believed it to be.

"We'll figure this out," she whispered, though the words felt inadequate against the weight of Detective Michaels' revelations.

The kitchen table had become her de facto office—laptop surrounded by baby bottles, psychology textbooks, and the stack of bills she'd been avoiding. Clarissa settled into the wooden chair, opening her computer with a determination that belied her internal chaos. The screen's glow illuminated her face as evening shadows lengthened across the small room, turning familiar objects into strange silhouettes.

She hesitated only briefly before typing Jessica’s name and the high school into the search bar. The results loaded quickly—too quickly, as if the universe were impatient for her to confront this truth. Several social media profiles appeared, and Clarissa scrolled through them methodically, dismissing the ones that clearly belonged to different Jessicas—a middle-aged real estate agent, a high school student with braces, an elderly woman with a penchant for cat photos.

Then she saw her.

The profile picture might as well have been Clarissa's own—the same wavy brown hair, though Jessica wore hers slightly shorter; the same deep blue eyes that had startled Clarissa in the high school hallway years ago; even the same slight tilt of the head when posing for photos. Pinewood Heights Community College—the profile stated: psychology major. The coincidence of their shared academic interest sent a shiver down Clarissa's spine.

She clicked through to Jessica's photos, each one a fresh jolt of recognition. Jessica at what appeared to be a campus event, laughing with friends, her head thrown back in precisely the way Clarissa's did when something struck her as particularly funny. Jessica celebrating a birthday, nineteen candles blazing on a chocolate cake—Clarissa's favorite flavor. Jessica in a holiday photo with an older couple who must be Harold and Louise, the people who might be her actual biological parents.

The thought sent Clarissa's hand to her mouth, stifling a sound that was neither gasp nor sob but something in between. These strangers with their familiar faces might be Annie's grandparents. Jessica—the girl she'd felt an immediate connection with years ago—might be her sister. Not just a look-alike, not a strange coincidence, but blood of her blood.

Clarissa clicked on the messaging icon, then stared at the blinking cursor. What could she possibly say? "Hi, I think I might be your long-lost sister who didn't actually die in a fire twenty-three years ago." "Remember me, the girl who disappeared overnight six years ago? Turns out we might share parents?”

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, tentative as a child touching hot glass, unsure if it would burn. She typed, deleted, then typed again:

"Hey Jessica, it's been forever! I was thinking about our Pinewood days and wondered how you're doing now?"

She stared at the message, its casual tone feeling almost offensive against the magnitude of what might be at stake. But what choice did she have? She couldn't ambush Jessica with accusations and revelations that she herself was still struggling to process.

Her finger hovered over the mouse button, the cursor blinking patiently on the send icon. Once she pressed it, there would be no going back. The comfortable uncertainty she'd lived with for years would give way to concrete answers—answers that might destroy the foundation of her identity or create an entirely new one.

Annie made a slight sound from the nursery, drawing Clarissa away from the computer screen. She moved quickly to check on her daughter, finding her still asleep but restless, tiny legs kicking against the crib sheet. Clarissa adjusted the mobile of stars and moons hanging above, setting it spinning gently. The shadows it cast across Annie's face shifted and changed, reminding Clarissa of how quickly everything could transform from familiar to unrecognizable.

"Whatever happens," she promised softly, "it won't change who you are. Who we are together."

She returned to the kitchen table, where her unsent message still waited on the screen. Without allowing herself further hesitation, she clicked send, watching the words disappear into digital space—a small act with potentially enormous consequences.

The evening routine provided a welcome distraction—washing bottles, reviewing notes for her developmental psychology exam, folding laundry that smelled of baby shampoo and the lavender detergent she splurged on despite her tight budget. She had just finished changing into sleep shorts and an oversized UCF T-shirt when her phone chimed from the kitchen counter.

The notification glowed in the dimness: "Jessica has sent you a message."

Clarissa's heart stuttered as she unlocked the phone with unsteady fingers. Jessica's response was longer than she'd expected, the enthusiasm practically radiating from the screen:

"CLARISSA!! OMG, I can't believe it's really you! Where have you been all this time? I've thought about you so often! Are you back in Pinewood? I have so many questions… would love to catch up properly. Video call tomorrow? Say, seven p.m.? I've missed you so much—there's been this weird hole in my life since you disappeared. It felt like losing a part of myself, as dramatic as that sounds. Please say yes to the call! - Jess"

Clarissa read the message three times, absorbing the genuine emotion behind the words. The "weird hole" Jessica described resonated with her own experience of their separation—that persistent sense of something essential missing from her life. She typed a quick confirmation of the call time, then set her phone down, her fingertips tingling as if she'd touched a live wire.

Tomorrow at seven, she would face the mirror image she'd been running from. And this time, she wouldn't look away, no matter what truths emerged from the reflection.


Chapter 25



The Las Vegas airport terminal swam in a sea of Halloween costumes—zombies dragging roller bags, Wonder Women checking phones, and at least three Elvis impersonators within my immediate line of sight. I gripped the handle of my small suitcase, my fractured ribs protesting with each careful breath. The cast on my left arm felt heavier with every passing minute, but the physical pain was nothing compared to the weight of knowing Ellie was somewhere in this city of lights and trickery. Matt stayed close beside me, his hand occasionally brushing my lower back—not quite touching, just present enough to steady me if needed.

"You okay?" he asked, voice low enough that only I could hear.

"I'm fine," I replied automatically, the lie so practiced it almost felt like truth. The doctor's warnings about complications from my concussion echoed distantly in my mind, drowned out by the singular focus that had consumed me since waking in the hospital. Find Ellie. Nothing else mattered.

We pushed through the automatic doors and into the Nevada heat, surprisingly intense even as the sun began its descent. The taxi line moved efficiently, and soon we were sliding into the back seat of a cab decorated with plastic pumpkins dangling from the rearview mirror. The driver, wearing furry werewolf gloves on the steering wheel, glanced at us in his mirror.

"MGM Grand," Matt told him, then added, "Quickest route, please."

I leaned back against the seat, trying to find a position that didn't aggravate my ribs. "How far is Fremont Street from the hotel?" I asked Matt, recalling Susan Holt's words about the apartment.

"About fifteen minutes," he replied, pulling out his phone to check the map. "We'll check it out first thing tomorrow."

The cab pulled away from the curb, merging into traffic flowing toward the infamous Las Vegas Strip. As we approached, the usual glitz and glamour of Sin City had transformed into something even more surreal with the addition of Halloween revelry. Enormous inflatable spiders clung to hotel facades. Purple and orange lights intermingled with the regular neon, creating strange shadows across the faces of pedestrians who spilled from sidewalks into the streets.

"Perfect place to disappear with a baby," I said, watching a group of twenty-somethings dressed as various iterations of the Joker weave drunkenly between cars. "Everyone's in disguise, nobody's paying attention to anything beyond their own good time."

Matt nodded grimly. "Chris and Elaine picked their timing well. Halloween in Vegas—it's practically designed for someone who doesn't want to be found."

The cab inched forward through the congested strip, giving me unwanted time to catalog each twinge and throb from my battered body. Three broken ribs. Hairline fracture in my forearm. Concussion. The prison assault had left its mark, but I'd endured far worse in my imagination during the weeks Ellie had been missing. Physical pain was manageable, almost welcome—a distraction from the hollowness that had settled in my chest since my granddaughter was taken.

"There it is," Matt said, gesturing toward the massive tinted towers of the MGM Grand rising ahead.

Our driver swore as a group of tourists dressed as the entire cast of the Wicked movie stumbled into the street directly in our path, forcing him to brake suddenly. The seat belt tightened across my chest, sending a white-hot flare of pain through my ribs. I couldn't quite suppress the gasp that escaped through clenched teeth.

Matt's hand found mine and squeezed gently. "Easy," he murmured. "We'll get there."

The brief touch anchored me, pulling me back from the edge of the pain.

We finally reached the hotel entrance, the cab pulling into the circular drive crowded with arriving guests. Matt paid while I eased myself from the back seat, each movement carefully calculated to minimize strain on my injured ribs. The sidewalk teemed with costumed partiers—witches and vampires and characters I didn't recognize from video games or anime series that had come along after my time. A man in an inflatable T. rex costume bumped against my injured side, sending a wave of nausea through me as pain radiated from my ribs.

"Sorry, lady," he slurred, already moving on to join his similarly prehistoric friends.

Matt was beside me instantly, his body creating a buffer between mine and the chaos around us. "Let's get inside," he said, taking the handle of my suitcase despite my protests.

The hotel lobby offered little respite from the Halloween madness. Staff wore coordinated costumes—something with top hats and tails that might have been inspired by a movie or music video—and the massive space echoed with the excited chatter of thousands of guests. My FBI-trained eyes automatically scanned the entry points, noting security camera positions, assessing potential vantage points where someone might observe without being observed.

We made our way to the check-in desk, where a young man with theatrical makeup that gave him an ethereal, almost alien appearance greeted us with practiced enthusiasm.

"Welcome to MGM Grand! Checking in?"

"Yes," Matt replied. "Reservation under Miller."

The employee's eyes flickered briefly to my face—taking in the still-healing cut across my cheekbone, the yellowish bruising around my eye, and ending on the cast. Then he broke into a wide smile.

“Nice costume. Really authentic.”

“More than you will ever know,” I said.

"I have you in a deluxe king room for three nights," he said, fingers flying across the keyboard. "Could I see an ID and a credit card, please?"

Matt handled the documentation while I surveyed the lobby, memorizing layouts and exit routes out of habit.

"Is there anything else I can help you with?" the employee asked, sliding key cards across the counter.

“Actually, yes,” I said. “Can you give me a full list of all pharmacies around here, and their phone numbers? Please and thank you.”


Chapter 26



THEN:

The laptop's blank screen reflected Clarissa's face at her as she waited for seven o'clock to arrive, each minute stretching endlessly. She'd changed her shirt three times before settling on a simple blue V-neck that brought out her eyes—those eyes that had started everything six years ago. Annie cooed from her bouncer beside the coffee table, batting at the dangling plush stars with unfocused determination. Clarissa checked the clock again: 6:58 p.m. Her finger hovered over the call button, trembling slightly as she considered what lay on the other side of that digital threshold.

"Two more minutes," she whispered to Annie, who responded with a gurgle that somehow managed to sound encouraging. "Two more minutes until we talk to someone who might be your aunt."

The word felt strange on her tongue, foreign yet oddly right.

The clock ticked over to 7:00, and before she could reconsider, Clarissa pressed the call button. The screen filled with the spinning wheel of an establishing connection, each rotation matching the churning in her stomach. Then suddenly, the wheel disappeared, replaced by a face so familiar it stole Clarissa's breath—her own face, yet not her own, smiling back at her from what appeared to be a student apartment with posters of psychological theory charts on the walls.

For a long moment, neither woman spoke. They simply stared, drinking in the sight of each other like travelers dying of thirst. Jessica's hair was shorter now, cut in layers that framed her face, but the same deep blue eyes—their eyes—sparkled with barely contained emotion. The same slightly upturned nose. The same curve of the jawline.

"It's really you," Jessica finally breathed, her voice breaking the silence like a stone dropped in still water. "I was half-afraid you wouldn't call, that you'd disappear again."

"I'm here," Clarissa managed, her own voice steadier than she'd expected. "It's… it's good to see you, Jessica."

Jessica laughed, the sound warm and achingly familiar—Clarissa's own laugh reflected back at her. "Good? It's incredible! Six years, Clarissa. Six years of wondering how you are." She leaned closer to her screen, eyes scanning Clarissa's face hungrily. "You look exactly the same, but different somehow. More…."

"Grown up?" Clarissa offered, a small smile tugging at her lips despite her anxiety.

"That's it. Twenty-three now, right?" Jessica tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and Clarissa smiled. "Where are you living now? What happened after you left Pinewood? One day you were there, and the next—poof—gone without a trace. I only received a few texts after you left, but that was it."

The questions tumbled out in rapid succession, Jessica's natural enthusiasm breaking through the initial awkwardness. Clarissa adjusted her position on the sofa, buying time to decide how much to share.

"We moved to Florida," she said, keeping her voice neutral. "Dad got a job opportunity." The lie her parents had maintained slipped out automatically, ingrained by years of repetition.

"And now?" Jessica pressed. "Are you still there? Are you in school?"

"I'm in Orlando now. UCF. Psychology program." Clarissa watched Jessica's eyes widen at this revelation.

"Psychology? Seriously? That's what I'm studying too!" Jessica's face lit up with delight. "I'm focusing on developmental psych—children's cognitive patterns. What's your specialty?"

"Trauma and identity formation," Clarissa replied before she could censor herself. The irony wasn't lost on either of them, judging by the slight furrow that appeared between Jessica's brows.

Jessica tilted her head to the right, exactly as Clarissa did when contemplating something complex. "Fitting choice," she murmured, then brightened again. "The professors here are obsessed with Erikson's stages. What about at UCF?"

They fell into shop talk about psychological theories and favorite classes, the familiar territory easing some of the tension. Clarissa found herself relaxing marginally, caught up in the simple pleasure of conversing with someone who followed her mental leaps without explanation, who finished her sentences as if reading her thoughts.

"So, how are your parents?" Jessica eventually asked the inevitable question, landing like a lead weight. "Do they know you're talking to me?"

Clarissa's fingers twisted in her lap, out of frame from the camera. "They're… fine. Busy with work. And no, they don't know about this call." She redirected quickly, leaning forward. "What about yours? How are your parents?"

If Jessica noticed the deflection, she didn't comment on it. Instead, she launched into updates about her family, her hands gesturing animatedly as she spoke—the same way Clarissa's did when excited.

"Dad's business is doing really well. Mom still works part-time at the pediatric clinic. They're both good, although…." She hesitated, a shadow passing over her features. "Mom still gets quiet around my birthday every year. Dad says it's because it reminds her of my sister."

"Your sister?" Clarissa kept her voice carefully casual, though her heart hammered against her ribs.

Jessica nodded, absently rubbing her thumb against her forefinger—another gesture that mirrored Clarissa's own nervous habit. "I had an older sister who died before I was born. In a house fire. I never knew her, obviously, but sometimes it feels like…." She trailed off, then shook her head. "Never mind. It sounds crazy."

"No, tell me," Clarissa urged, leaning closer to the screen.

"Sometimes it feels like I'm missing a part of myself," Jessica finished quietly. "Like there's this empty space beside me that should be filled but isn't."

Annie chose that moment to drop her toy, her frustrated whimper drawing Clarissa's attention. She reached down to retrieve it, grateful for the momentary distraction that allowed her to compose herself.

When she straightened, she found Jessica watching her with keen interest. "Is there someone with you?"

"My daughter," Clarissa said, surprising herself with the pride that crept into her voice despite the circumstances. "Annie. She's three months old."

"You have a baby?" Jessica's eyes widened, her mouth forming a perfect O of surprise. "I want to see her! Is she—does she look like you?"

The question hung between them, its significance far greater than Jessica could possibly know. Clarissa glanced at Annie, then back at the screen where her own features were reflected in another woman's face.

"Yes," she said softly. "She looks exactly like me."

Just as I look exactly like you, she didn't add. But the thought hung between them nonetheless, unspoken but palpable, waiting for one of them to finally acknowledge what they both must sense—that the mirror between them wasn't a mere coincidence but something much more profound.

"After me, my parents had two more kids. Guess they figured out they were good at it." She laughed, but something in her eyes—a flicker of something like longing—didn't match the sound. "They're teenagers now, Michael's seventeen and Emily's fifteen. They drive me crazy when I'm home, but I miss them like mad when I'm at school."

“That sounds wonderful,” Clarissa said, thinking of the siblings she grew up with. She had never quite felt like one of them.

"Hold on, let me show you," Jessica said, reaching for her phone. She swiped through several photos, then held one up to her laptop camera. "This is from Michael's birthday last month."

The image was slightly blurry through the video connection, but clear enough for Clarissa to make out four people standing around a cake alight with candles. The parents, Harold and Louise—older now than in the newspaper clipping Detective Michaels had shown her, but unmistakable—stood behind a teenage boy and girl. The resemblance struck Clarissa like a physical blow. The boy—Michael—had the same wavy brown hair that Clarissa saw in her own mirror every morning. The girl—Emily—shared their distinctive blue eyes and the slight upward tilt of her nose.

"They look like you," Clarissa managed, the words catching in her throat.

"Right? Everyone says we're practically clones," Jessica agreed, unaware of the deeper meaning behind Clarissa's observation. She swiped to another photo, this one of just the siblings at what appeared to be a lake, arms slung around each other's shoulders. "Mom says it's freaky how much Emily looks like I did at her age. And Michael's basically me with shorter hair and an attitude problem."

Clarissa leaned closer to her screen, studying these strangers who looked so much like her—who might be her blood relatives. The same jawline, the same expressive eyebrows, the same way of tilting their heads slightly in photos. The family's DNA, displayed in triplicate, matched her own face in ways that couldn't be a coincidence.

"You okay?" Jessica asked, lowering her phone. "You went quiet."

"Sorry, just…." Clarissa searched for a plausible explanation. "It's striking, that's all. The family resemblance."

Jessica's expression softened. "We've always been like that. Strong genes, I guess. Dad jokes that once you've seen one, you've seen us all." She paused, her head tilting in that familiar way. "You know, when we met in high school, I remember thinking how weird it was that you looked more like my family than some of my cousins do."

Before Clarissa could respond, Annie's voice rose from the bouncer, her initial whimpers quickly escalating to frustrated cries. The familiar rhythm of her daughter's fussing—three short cries followed by one longer wail—pulled Clarissa's attention from the screen.

"Sorry, that's my cue," she said, already half-rising. "Give me one second?"

Jessica nodded, leaning forward as if trying to see beyond the frame of Clarissa's camera. "Take your time. I'm not going anywhere."

Clarissa moved quickly to the bouncer, lifting Annie into her arms with practiced ease. The baby's cries softened immediately at her mother's touch, tiny fingers reaching up to grab at Clarissa's necklace.

"What's wrong, little one?" she murmured, checking Annie's diaper with one hand. "Just wanted attention, huh?" She glanced toward the laptop where Jessica waited, then made a decision. "Want to meet someone special?"

She returned to the sofa, positioning Annie on her lap so that she faced the camera. The baby's eyes, still developing their focus, drifted across the screen without fixing on Jessica's face, but her tiny features were clearly visible in the soft lamp light.

The effect on Jessica was immediate and profound. Her hand flew to her mouth, eyes widening as she leaned so close to her screen that her face distorted slightly. "Oh, my God," she whispered through her fingers. "Clarissa…."

"This is Annie," Clarissa said, her voice steadier than she felt. She adjusted the baby's position, supporting her head with one hand. "She's usually more sociable, but it's past her normal bedtime."

Jessica seemed unable to tear her gaze from Annie's face. "She looks just like us," she said finally, her voice hushed as if sharing a secret. "Those eyes… that's our blue, through and through. And her little nose—it's exactly like Emily's baby pictures."

The words hung in the air between them, neither woman acknowledging the impossible coincidence of a baby inheriting features from a family her mother had supposedly no connection to. Annie gurgled, one tiny fist waving at the screen as if greeting the aunt she might not know she had.

"How is this possible?" Jessica asked finally, her voice barely above a whisper. The casual catching-up tone had vanished entirely, replaced by something more urgent, more searching. "I know we joked about being long-lost twins when we first met, but seeing Annie… Clarissa, she could be my baby."

Clarissa adjusted Annie on her lap, buying time as she decided how much to say. The baby settled against her chest, eyes growing heavy now that she had the attention she'd demanded.

"I've been thinking a lot about when we first met," Clarissa said carefully. "That instant recognition. The birthmarks. All the similarities that seemed too specific to be a coincidence."

Jessica nodded, unconsciously mirroring Clarissa's protective posture by wrapping her arms around herself. "I never believed in that instant connection stuff before. But with you…." She shook her head slightly, searching for words. "It was like finding a piece of myself I didn't know was missing. After you left, I kept thinking about you. I even dreamed about you sometimes—weird dreams where we were kids together, playing in a yard I didn't recognize."

Annie's head grew heavier against Clarissa's chest as she drifted toward sleep. "I dreamed about you, too," Clarissa admitted softly, stroking her daughter's back. "I tried to look you up a few times, but my mother—" She stopped abruptly, the words catching in her throat.

"But your mother, what?" Jessica prompted when Clarissa didn't continue.

The unspoken truth pressed against Clarissa's chest, demanding release. Detective Michaels' words echoed in her mind: "A family who has been searching for answers for twenty-three years might finally find peace." Could she really open that door? Could she shatter the foundations of not one but two families with what might be mere speculation?

She looked down at Annie, peacefully sleeping against her, then back at Jessica's face—her own face, in so many ways—waiting expectantly on the screen. These two people, more than anyone else, deserved the truth, whatever it might be. The weight of secrets had shadowed Clarissa's entire life; she wouldn't pass that burden to her daughter.

"Jessica," she began, her decision crystallizing with each word, "there's something I need to tell you. Something I've recently discovered about myself—about us, maybe—that might change everything."

Clarissa adjusted Annie's sleeping form against her shoulder, drawing strength from her daughter's steady breathing. The truth had lived in her chest for too long, pressing against her ribs, making it hard to breathe. Now, it demanded release, regardless of the consequences.

"Last week, I went to the county records office," she began, her voice low to avoid waking Annie. "I took my birth certificate to verify some information for Annie's pediatrician. The clerk took one look at it and told me it was a forgery."

Jessica's expression shifted from confusion to alarm. "A forgery? What do you mean?"

"I mean, my mother gave me a fake birth certificate." The words tasted bitter but somehow freeing. "The clerk pointed out several inconsistencies—wrong state seal for the time period, incorrect paper stock, mismatched typefaces. It wasn't just a clerical error or a damaged document. Someone deliberately created a false record of my birth."

Jessica leaned closer to her screen, her brows drawing together in that familiar furrow that mirrored Clarissa's own expression when concentrating. "That's… that's serious. What did your parents say when you confronted them?"

"My mother denied everything. Said the clerk was wrong, that government workers make mistakes." Clarissa shook her head, remembering LaToya's defensive anger. "But I called the hospital where I was supposedly born. They have no record of me. No record of my mother ever being admitted. Nothing."

Annie stirred against her shoulder, and Clarissa automatically began the gentle patting motion that usually soothed her daughter back to sleep. The rhythm steadied her as she continued.

"Then I was contacted by a detective from Pinewood Heights. Detective Michaels. He told me about a house fire that happened there twenty-three years ago. A fire that supposedly killed an infant, but no remains were ever found."

Jessica's face paled, her hand rising to her throat in an unconscious gesture. "The fire that killed my sister," she whispered.

Clarissa nodded, forcing herself to maintain eye contact through the screen despite the urge to look away.

The silence that followed was thick with implication. Jessica's breathing had become shallow, visible in the slight rise and fall of her shoulders. She opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again.

"Are you saying…?" She couldn't seem to finish the sentence.

"I'm saying I don't know who I am anymore," Clarissa answered, her voice barely audible. "But I have suspicions. Strong ones. The timing, our resemblance, the forged birth certificate, the missing baby photos, the identical birthmarks behind our right ears…." She paused, the final piece of evidence hanging between them. "The way we recognized each other instantly, like looking in a mirror."

Jessica sat completely still, her face a study in shock and dawning comprehension. But to Clarissa's surprise, there was no disbelief in her expression, no immediate rejection of such an outlandish theory.

"I've always felt something was missing," Jessica said finally, her voice soft but steady. "My whole life, even before I knew about my sister who died. It was like… like I was searching for someone I'd never met." Her eyes filled with tears that she didn't try to hide. "Mom keeps a box in her closet. Baby clothes that survived the fire. A tiny bracelet with her name engraved on it." She swallowed hard. "I've always felt like I was living for two people. Carrying the weight of the sister I never knew."

Clarissa's hand went to her mouth, the implications striking her anew. If her suspicions were correct, if she was their lost daughter, then her whole identity—even her name—might not be her own.

"When I met you in high school," Jessica continued, her voice strengthening, "that feeling went away for the first time in my life. It was like finding something I didn't know I'd lost. When you disappeared, it came back worse than before. I felt… incomplete again."

"Me too," Clarissa admitted. "I thought about you constantly. When my mother insisted we leave town suddenly after I showed her our selfie, I knew something wasn't right. But I never imagined…." She trailed off, overwhelmed by the magnitude of what they were considering.

Annie made a slight sound in her sleep, her tiny fingers curling against Clarissa's neck. Both women glanced at the baby, the living embodiment of the genetic connection they were trying to understand.

"We need to find out for sure," Jessica said decisively, straightening her shoulders. "A DNA test would tell us if we're related."

"I was thinking the same thing," Clarissa agreed, relieved by Jessica's practical approach.

"There's a lab around here that does sibling tests. Results in a few days," Jessica said.

Clarissa nodded, already reaching for her phone. "I can drive up there this weekend? I'll leave on Friday. I don’t have classes."

The sudden shift to concrete planning sent a jolt of both anxiety and relief through her. This was happening. After years of questions and months of growing suspicions, she was taking definitive steps toward the truth.

"What about your parents? Will you tell them I’m coming?" she asked.

Jessica's expression turned thoughtful. "Not yet," she decided after a moment. "They think I'm going to a psychology conference in Milwaukee this weekend anyway. I'd rather wait until we have answers before I say anything." She paused, meeting Clarissa's gaze through the screen. "This is between us for now. Whatever we discover, we'll face it together."

The simple declaration, offered without hesitation, loosened something tight in Clarissa's chest. Whatever the DNA test revealed—whether they were indeed sisters or merely strangers with an uncanny resemblance—she was no longer alone in her search for answers.

"Together," she echoed, the word a promise and a comfort.

They finalized details for the weekend visit, then reluctantly prepared to end the call. Jessica's hand hovered near her screen, as if she wanted to reach through it and touch Clarissa.

"If we are…" she began, then stopped herself. "No matter what the test shows, finding you again feels right. Like the universe fixing a mistake."

After they'd said goodbye and the screen went dark, Clarissa sat for a long time in the quiet apartment, Annie's weight warm and real against her chest. She gazed down at her daughter's peaceful face, tracing the features that might connect her not just to Clarissa but to an entire family neither of them had ever known.

"We might have more family than we thought," she whispered to Annie's sleeping form. "A grandmother, a grandfather, another aunt, an uncle… people who share your blood, your eyes, and your smile."

People who had been searching for a lost daughter for more than twenty years. People who might now be found, if Clarissa could find the courage to face whatever truth the DNA test revealed.


Chapter 27



The Henderson pharmacy stood in a strip mall that couldn't have been more different from the sensory assault of the Las Vegas Strip. Instead of neon and excess, this was suburban practicality—a grocery store, a sandwich shop, and the pharmacy, all bathed in the flat fluorescent lighting that made everything look slightly sickly and artificial. We had called them all, one after the other, thinking someone might remember seeing Elaine come in to buy essentials for an infant. At the fourth one, we hit the jackpot.

Night had fallen during our drive, and the parking lot was nearly empty, with just a few cars scattered across spaces designed for weekend crowds. I eased myself from the car Matt had rented while I did the calling around, my ribs protesting after hours of movement. We'd come directly from the MGM Grand, stopping only to grab drive-through coffee that now sat cold and forgotten in the car's cup holders. When looking at the map, I realized Freemont Street was long, and finding Elaine’s apartment would be difficult. I decided to try this approach instead.

"You sure you don't want to do this tomorrow?" Matt asked, noticing my wince as I straightened. "The pharmacy opens at eight a.m."

I shook my head, already moving toward the entrance. "Every hour counts." What I didn't say aloud was that I couldn't bear the thought of a night in a hotel room, lying awake with the knowledge that we had a solid lead but weren't pursuing it. Sleep would be impossible anyway; better to push forward while we had momentum.

A bell jingled overhead as we entered the pharmacy. The store was empty except for a young clerk stocking shelves and an older woman behind the prescription counter, her gray hair pulled back. She glanced up as we approached, her eyes moving automatically to my cast and the visible bruising on my face.

"Can I help you?" she asked, her tone professionally pleasant.

Matt showed his credentials. "Detective Miller, Cocoa Beach Police. We need to speak with the pharmacist, please."

"That would be me," she replied, straightening slightly. "Sandra Weiss. What can I do for you, Detective?"

“We called earlier. You spoke to me,” I said. “About a woman buying products for an infant recently? She would have purchased baby formula and diapers, among other things." I showed her a picture of Elaine Wilkins on my phone to help her memory. “Was this her?”

Recognition flashed across Sandra's face immediately. "Oh, yes, I remember her clearly. Not many customers buy that much formula and diapers at once. I asked if she was stocking up for twins."

My pulse quickened, and I stepped closer to the counter. "What did she say?"

Sandra looked at me more closely, her professional demeanor softening slightly as she took in my injuries and the intensity in my expression. "She said it was for her nephew's baby," she replied. "That she was helping out because the mother was recovering from a difficult birth."

I gripped the edge of the counter with my good hand, needing the support as a wave of dizziness—either from pain or emotion—washed over me.

"Do you remember anything else about her?" Matt asked, placing a steadying hand on my lower back. "Anything she might have mentioned about where she was staying or working?"

Sandra tapped her fingers thoughtfully against the counter. "She was friendly, chatty even. Said she'd just moved here for a new job. Had a nursing background." She paused, eyes narrowing in concentration. "I remember now—she mentioned she was headed to Sunset Gardens after her shopping. Said something about needing to check the schedule for her shift."

"Sunset Gardens," I repeated, the name unfamiliar but representing our next step forward. "Do you know what that is?"

"It's an assisted living facility about ten minutes from here," Sandra replied. "My mother-in-law stayed there before she passed. Nice place, good staff."

Matt had already pulled out his tablet and was typing rapidly. "Here it is," he said after a moment, turning the screen so I could see. "Sunset Gardens Assisted Living. Established facility, about sixty residents according to their website."

I studied the image on the screen—a low, sprawling building with well-maintained gardens and a circular drive. The kind of place where people spent their final years, cared for by staff like Elaine Wilkins, who apparently had legitimate nursing credentials. My mind raced ahead, piecing together the implications. If Elaine was working there, it meant she hadn't fled the area. She had stayed nearby, continuing with a regular work routine—which meant Ellie might still be in the vicinity as well.

"Can you tell me exactly what she purchased?" I asked Sandra, my voice steadier than I felt. "Brands, sizes, anything specific you recall?"

"Let me check our records," she replied, turning to her computer. After a few keystrokes, she nodded. "Here it is—premium formula, the hypoallergenic kind—quite expensive. Newborn diapers, three large boxes. Sensitive skin wipes. Diaper rash cream." She looked up from the screen. "Also, some over-the-counter sleeping aids and a bottle of extra-strength pain relievers."

"The formula—was it a specific brand?" I pressed, thinking of Christine's anguish over whether Ellie was being properly fed.

"Similac Alimentum," Sandra confirmed. "It's for babies with milk protein sensitivities. Some parents use it if their baby seems colicky or fussy with regular formula."

The detail struck me with unexpected force—Elaine had purchased specialized formula designed for sensitive stomachs. She hadn't simply grabbed the cheapest or most convenient option. She had specifically chosen a premium brand meant to ease digestive discomfort in infants. It suggested a level of care I hadn't anticipated, a consideration for Ellie's wellbeing that complicated the narrative I'd constructed about the kidnapping.

"One more thing," Sandra added, looking at her screen again. "She used a credit card under the name Elaine Morris, not Wilkins. Same loyalty account, different name on the payment."

Matt was already making notes. "Elaine Morris," he repeated. "That's probably the name she's using at Sunset Gardens. That’s also why we couldn’t find her on any flight manifests. She used a different name."

I nodded, pieces falling into place. "She created a new identity, but kept using her loyalty account for the discounts." A minor slip, the kind that even careful criminals made—balancing the practicality of saving money against the risk of creating a paper trail.

"Thank you," I said to Sandra, genuine gratitude in my voice. "You've been incredibly helpful."

As we walked back to the car, the weight of fatigue pressed down on me, my body finally registering the toll of the day's exertions. My ribs throbbed in time with my heartbeat, and the dull headache that had been my constant companion since the concussion intensified behind my eyes. But alongside the physical discomfort was a current of hope stronger than anything I'd felt in weeks.

"Sunset Gardens opens to visitors at nine a.m.," Matt said as we settled into the car. "We should get some rest and hit it first thing tomorrow."

I nodded, too tired to argue this time. We had a solid lead—a specific location, a new alias, confirmation that Elaine had been preparing to care for a newborn. For the first time since Ellie had been taken, I felt like we were truly closing in.

"She's still in the area, Matt," I said, staring out at the quiet suburban street. "Elaine didn't run. She's established herself here and created a new identity. That means Ellie might be⁠—"

"Close," he finished for me, reaching over to take my hand. "We're going to find her, Eva. Tomorrow could be the day."

As we drove back toward the hotel, I let myself imagine it—holding Ellie, bringing her back to Christine, seeing my daughter's face transform with joy instead of grief. The possibility was no longer abstract, no longer a desperate hope without foundation. Now it had coordinates, a timeline, a path forward.

Sunset Gardens. Elaine Morris. Each piece brought us closer to the truth, and to my granddaughter.


Chapter 28



THEN:

The Econo Lodge Motel sign flickered in the dusk, its neon vacancy light buzzing like an insect against the darkening sky. Clarissa guided her car into the parking lot, gravel crunching beneath her tires as she pulled into a space. Through the rearview mirror, she could see Annie still sleeping in her car seat, peaceful and unaware of the gravity pulling at her mother's chest. Clarissa's hands remained on the steering wheel long after she'd turned off the engine, her knuckles white with tension. Six years since fleeing Pinewood Heights, and now she was back, drawn by the promise of answers and the face that matched her own.

The motel looked exactly like its online photos—a single-story horseshoe of rooms surrounding a central office, the kind of place that asked few questions. Perfect for someone who didn't want to be noticed. Beyond the parking lot, the western edge of Pinewood Heights spread out in a grid of familiar streets that made Clarissa's stomach tighten. Somewhere out there, the people who could be her real family were going about their evening routines, unaware that their lost daughter had returned with questions that might shatter two families.

"We're just here for answers," she whispered to herself, rehearsing the mantra that had carried her through the long drive from Florida. "Just for the DNA test. Then we go home."

Annie stirred in her seat, tiny fists waving in that half-asleep protest that usually preceded full wakefulness. Clarissa quickly unbuckled her seatbelt and gathered the diaper bag from the passenger seat. Time to move before the baby's patience ran out.

The motel office smelled of cigarette smoke, poorly masked by pine-scented air freshener. Behind a scratched plexiglass partition, a middle-aged man with thinning hair looked up from his phone, his expression shifting from boredom to practiced hospitality.

"Checking in?" he asked, sliding a registration card through the cutout at the bottom of the partition.

"Yes. Reservation under Jones," Clarissa replied, the pen feeling unfamiliar in her grip as she filled out the form. Her handwriting looked childish to her eyes, looping and unsteady. She pushed the completed card back through the opening along with her credit card.

The clerk barely glanced at the information before running her card. "Business or pleasure?" he asked, the question so automatic it hardly required thought.

Clarissa hesitated. "Family visit," she finally said, the words tasting strange on her tongue.

"Room 112. End of the row, a bit quieter there." He slid a key—an actual metal key on a plastic fob, not a key card—across the counter. "Check out's at eleven. The ice machine's broken, but there's a vending area next to the laundry room."

Annie's whimpers had escalated to proper cries by the time Clarissa left the lobby. The baby's face was flushed with displeasure, tiny body rigid with the indignity of confinement.

"I know, sweetheart," Clarissa murmured, balancing the carrier in one hand and the diaper bag in the other as she struggled with the motel room key. "Just a few more seconds."

The door finally swung open, revealing a room that smelled of industrial cleaning products and decades of transient living. Faded floral wallpaper, once perhaps a cheerful yellow, had mellowed to the color of old teeth. A sagging queen bed dominated the space, covered with a thin bedspread in a pattern that might have been fashionable when Clarissa was born. The air conditioner beneath the front window hummed and rattled intermittently, like an old man clearing his throat.

Clarissa set Annie's carrier on the bed and quickly unbuckled her, lifting the fussing baby against her shoulder. "There we go," she soothed, patting Annie's back as she surveyed the room. A small round table with two chairs sat near the window. A dresser with a TV bolted to its top faced the bed. The bathroom door stood ajar, revealing a toilet and sink barely separated from a shower stall.

Annie's cries softened to hiccupping whimpers as Clarissa paced the limited floor space, her sneakers leaving temporary impressions in the worn carpet. "It's just for two nights," she whispered against her daughter's downy hair. "Just until we know."

Once Annie had settled, Clarissa retrieved the portable crib from her car and set it up near the bathroom, positioning it where the air conditioner's direct flow wouldn't reach the baby. She laid out diapers, wipes, formula, and bottles on the dresser in a neat row, the routine of organizing baby supplies providing temporary relief from the anxiety churning in her stomach.

The hours stretched as Annie nursed, napped, woke, and played with the dangling toys on her travel mobile. Clarissa checked her phone compulsively, reading Jessica's last message over and over: "Leaving campus at four, should be at your motel by 5:30. Can't wait to see you and meet Annie."

At 5:27, Clarissa's phone vibrated with a new text: "Parking now."

Her heart hammered against her ribs so violently she felt light-headed. She placed Annie on her play mat on the bed, surrounding her with pillows to prevent rolling, then smoothed her hair and checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror. The face that looked back at her—Jessica's face, in so many ways—appeared pale and drawn, blue eyes wide with anticipation and fear.

When the knock came at the door, Clarissa froze—three gentle taps, hesitant yet determined. The sound seemed to echo in the small room, amplified by the significance of what waited on the other side. Annie gurgled from the bed, happily batting at the toys hanging above her, unaware of the moment's weight.

Clarissa moved to the door and rested her palm against it, feeling the vibration of a second, more tentative knock. Her fingers curled around the doorknob, cool metal grounding her to the moment. With a deep breath, she turned it and pulled the door open.

Jessica stood on the threshold, one hand still raised as if to knock again. They stared at each other, mirror images separated by years and countless secrets.

For a heartbeat, neither woman moved. Then, as if pulled by the same invisible string, they stepped forward simultaneously, arms opening. The embrace felt like coming home to a place Clarissa had never known—familiar yet new, Jessica's arms strong and sure around her shoulders.

"It's really you," Jessica whispered against her hair. "You're really here."

They pulled apart, both wiping tears they hadn't noticed falling. Jessica's gaze moved past Clarissa to the bed where Annie lay kicking her legs.

"Oh, my God," Jessica breathed, stepping into the room. "Look at her. She's beautiful." She moved closer, reverent, as if approaching something precious and fragile. "She has our eyes. Exactly our eyes."

Clarissa closed the door and leaned against it, watching as Jessica crouched beside the bed, offering her finger to Annie, who grabbed it with surprising strength.

"She likes you," Clarissa said, her voice steadier than she'd expected.

Jessica looked up, fresh tears tracking down her cheeks. "She's perfect." She stood, glancing around the shabby motel room with its peeling wallpaper and rattling air conditioner. "I still can't believe you're actually here. Six years of wondering, and suddenly…." She shook her head, unable to finish the thought.

"You look different," Clarissa observed. "More grown-up."

"So do you," Jessica replied with a watery smile. "Motherhood suits you."

They stood facing each other, the air between them charged with unspoken questions and tentative hope. The DNA test kits in Jessica's purse—the reason for this meeting—seemed momentarily secondary to the simple fact of their reunion—two women with identical faces, finding each other again across the void that had separated them.
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Jessica set her purse on the motel table and withdrew a small white box sealed with a branded sticker. "I ordered these online," she explained, carefully breaking the seal and opening the lid. "The lab has a 98% accuracy rating for sibling testing, and they promised results in 72 hours." Her fingers moved with precision as she arranged the contents on the table—three sealed swab packages, collection tubes, a pre-addressed envelope, and a sheet of printed instructions. The sharp light overhead cast harsh shadows across her concentrated face, highlighting how the slight furrow between her brows matched Clarissa's own expression of focused attention.

Clarissa shifted Annie to her hip, the baby contentedly chewing on her teething ring as she watched the proceedings with curious eyes. The ordinariness of the testing kit—clinical white packaging, sterile components—belied the extraordinary questions it might answer.

"I thought we'd need blood samples or something more complicated," Clarissa said, settling into one of the rickety chairs across from Jessica.

Jessica shook her head, the motion slightly mirrored by Annie, who bobbed her own head as if in agreement. "Cheek swabs have plenty of DNA. The important thing is that we follow the procedure exactly." She smoothed the instruction sheet with her palm, then cleared her throat. "Step one: Do not eat, drink, smoke, or chew gum for at least thirty minutes before collecting your sample."

They glanced at each other, then at the digital clock on the nightstand.

"I haven't had anything since that gas station coffee two hours ago," Clarissa offered.

"I had water about forty minutes ago," Jessica replied, the precision in her timing striking Clarissa as distinctly familiar—the same attention to detail she herself practiced. "We should be fine."

Jessica continued reading: "Step two: Open the sealed swab package without touching the cotton tip." She demonstrated by carefully tearing open the paper wrapper, extracting the swab, and holding it by its plastic handle. "Step three: Firmly rub the swab against the inside of your cheek for at least 30 seconds, making sure to collect cells, not just saliva."

With methodical movements, Jessica tilted her head back slightly and inserted the swab into her mouth. Clarissa watched as she counted silently, her finger tapping against the table in a rhythm Clarissa recognized as her own unconscious counting habit. After thirty seconds, Jessica withdrew the swab and carefully inserted it into the collection tube, sealing it with a firm snap.

"See? Not complicated," Jessica said, writing her name on the label with neat, rounded letters. "Your turn."

Clarissa set Annie on the bed, surrounding her with pillows before returning to the table. She reached for the second swab package, suddenly aware that her hands were trembling slightly. This simple act—collecting cells from inside her cheek—felt momentous, like stepping off a cliff without knowing what waited below.

"You okay?" Jessica asked, her head tilting in concern.

"Just…" Clarissa hesitated, searching for words. "It's been so many years of questions, and now answers are just 72 hours away."

Jessica nodded, understanding washing across her features. "Whatever the results show, we'll face it together," she promised, echoing their agreement from the video call.

With steadier hands, Clarissa opened her swab package and repeated the process Jessica had demonstrated. The plastic handle felt cold between her fingers as she counted silently to thirty, aware of Jessica watching her with the same intensity she'd observed Jessica moments before. She sealed the tube and labeled it with her name, her handwriting a more angular version of Jessica's rounded script.

They carefully packed the labeled tubes into the pre-addressed envelope, sealing it with deliberate precision. Jessica double-checked the address while Clarissa gathered Annie's diaper bag, both women moving with the synchronized efficiency of long-time partners despite having been reunited less than an hour ago.

The evening air had cooled considerably when they stepped outside, Annie now securely strapped into her carrier. Stars pricked the darkening sky above Pinewood Heights, the same stars that had witnessed their separation.

"The motel clerk said mail gets picked up at eight a.m.," Clarissa said as they walked toward the office, the envelope held carefully in her free hand.

The clerk barely glanced up from his phone as they dropped the envelope into the outgoing mail bin, the simple action carrying the weight of two decades of questions. As they walked back to room 112, their footsteps fell into natural synchronization, an unconscious alignment that neither woman acknowledged but both felt.

Inside the room, with the door closed against the night, the reality of what they'd just done settled around them. Annie fussed to be freed from her carrier, and Jessica instinctively moved to unbuckle her while Clarissa prepared a bottle.

"So now we wait," Jessica said, lifting Annie with practiced ease. She settled into the chair by the window, the baby comfortable in the crook of her arm.

Clarissa handed over the bottle, their fingers brushing briefly. "Three days feels like forever right now. I will stay until we get the results."

"We should keep busy," Jessica suggested, guiding the bottle into Annie's eager mouth. "Tomorrow morning, after we've both had some rest, I could show you around Pinewood Heights. Check out what has changed since you left. A driving tour." She looked up, her expression hesitant yet hopeful. "And I want to show you where I grew up—where we both should have grown up."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. Clarissa sank onto the edge of the bed, her knees suddenly weak as she absorbed the casual certainty in Jessica's voice. Despite the still-pending test results, they both knew. Had known, perhaps, since that first meeting in the high school hallway.

"I'd like that," Clarissa said softly, watching her daughter nestled against the aunt she'd never known she had. "I want to see everything."
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Morning sunlight glinted off the hood of Jessica's compact silver sedan as Clarissa secured Annie's car seat in the back. The baby gurgled happily, reaching for the dangling toys Jessica had thoughtfully attached to the handle. "She's a morning person," Clarissa remarked, double-checking the straps across Annie's chest. "Usually up before dawn, ready to greet the day."

Jessica nodded, a smile playing at the corner of her lips. "I was like that, too, according to my mom. Dad always said I rose with the birds, making enough noise for the whole neighborhood." The casual mention of shared traits hung in the air between them as they settled into the front seats, both women acutely aware of how each resemblance strengthened the connection they were still discovering.

Jessica navigated the car out of the motel parking lot with the practiced ease of someone who'd spent her entire life in Pinewood Heights. The town looked different in daylight—more ordinary, less threatening than it had appeared in the dim evening light of Clarissa's arrival. Saturday morning traffic moved at an unhurried pace, locals running errands, stopping to chat on sidewalks, living their lives unaware of the reunion tour passing through their midst.

"I thought we'd start downtown," Jessica said, turning onto Main Street where storefronts gleamed with morning light. "A lot has changed since you left, but some things stay exactly the same."

Clarissa nodded, her throat suddenly tight as familiar landmarks scrolled past the window. The ice cream shop where her father had taken her after swim lessons. The corner drugstore where she'd bought her first makeup. The movie theater where she'd had her first date at sixteen, just months before meeting Jessica and having her world upended.

"There," Jessica said softly, slowing the car as they approached a storefront with a fresh blue awning. "That's Pete's old place."

Pete's Electrical Supply—the business her father had built from nothing, had poured his heart and savings into for decades—now bore a new sign: "Pinewood Electric & Technology." The windows displayed sleek smart-home devices rather than the practical wiring and fixtures Pete had specialized in. A young man in a polo shirt was unlocking the front door, preparing to open for the day's business.

Clarissa stared silently at the transformed storefront, her fingers gripping the edge of her seat. She'd expected to feel grief, perhaps anger, at seeing her father's legacy in other hands. Instead, she felt a strange hollowness, as if Pete's business—like her own identity—had been built on foundations too fragile to last.

"Dad says the new owner kept some of Pete's old inventory in the back room," Jessica offered, misinterpreting Clarissa's silence as sadness. "Apparently, he was known for having hard-to-find parts for older homes."

"He was good at that," Clarissa agreed, her voice sounding distant to her own ears. "He could find anything, fix anything," she didn't add, except our family. Except the truth.

Jessica allowed her a moment with her thoughts before continuing down Main Street. They passed the community college, where Jessica studied now, its brick buildings and autumn-touched trees forming a picturesque campus.

"And there's the high school," Jessica said as they approached the familiar red brick building where their paths had first crossed.

Clarissa remembered that day with visceral clarity—the ordinary tedium of a school day shattered by the appearance of her own face on another girl's body. The shock of recognition, the instinctive understanding that had passed between them before either spoke a word.

"Everyone was staring at us, but all I could think was that I was looking in a mirror."

Jessica nodded, a small smile playing at her lips. "Mom was furious when I told her about you that night. She tried to convince me it was just a coincidence, that lots of girls look similar at our age." She shook her head at the memory. "But I knew. Something in me just knew."

They drove in silence for a few minutes, passing the park where they'd spent hours talking during those brief weeks before the Jones family's hasty departure. The playground equipment had been updated, bright plastic structures replacing the metal ones Clarissa remembered, but the oak trees that shaded the benches remained unchanged, their branches spreading wide above the paths where two girls with identical faces had struggled to understand their connection.

Annie made a series of happy babbling sounds from the back seat, breaking the contemplative mood. Both women smiled at the interruption, grateful for the baby's innocent presence amidst the weight of their shared past.

"We're heading into the west side now," Jessica said, turning onto a tree-lined street of well-maintained older homes. The contrast with Clarissa's former neighborhood on the east side was subtle but unmistakable—these houses sat on slightly larger lots, with gardens more elaborate and facades more recently painted.

Clarissa's heartbeat accelerated as they turned onto Maple Avenue. Even without Jessica's narration, she would have recognized the house immediately. The two-story blue structure with white trim and wraparound porch matched the background of several photos Jessica had shown her during their video call. A basketball hoop stood in the driveway, and flowerpots lined the porch steps, bright with autumn mums.

Jessica slowed the car to a crawl as they approached, her expression softening with familiarity and love. "That's home," she said simply. "I've lived there my entire life."

The house looked warm and inviting, its windows reflecting the morning sunlight. Clarissa could easily imagine family gatherings on that wide porch, Sunday dinners around a large table, Christmas mornings by the brick fireplace visible through the front window. All the moments that might have been hers in another life—a life where she hadn't been somehow removed from her true family, raised as someone else's daughter.

"Dad built that swing on the porch when I was ten," Jessica continued, her voice taking on the cadence of a tour guide. "Mom plants those mums every fall—insists they have to be exactly that shade of burgundy. We eat outside most summer evenings, watching the neighborhood kids play until dusk." She pointed to a large oak in the side yard. "Michael broke his arm falling from that tree when he was nine. I was supposed to be watching him, but got distracted with a phone call."

Each detail landed like a stone in Clarissa's stomach, building a monument to the life she'd never known. She studied the house hungrily, trying to absorb every detail—the wind chimes hanging from the porch ceiling, the stone path leading to the backyard, the bird feeder hanging from a shepherd's hook near the driveway.

"That's my bedroom window," Jessica said, pointing to a second-floor window facing the street. "The one with the star decal. I put that up when I was twelve and never took it down." She smiled faintly. "Mom says it's childish, but I like how it catches the light at sunset."

"It's beautiful," Clarissa managed, though the word felt woefully inadequate. Beautiful and heartbreaking and somehow familiar, as if some part of her had always known this place. Annie cooed from the back seat, her tiny hand reaching toward the house as if she, too, recognized something essential in its blue clapboards and white porch columns.

Jessica reluctantly pulled away from the curb and continued their journey through the west-side neighborhoods. Neither woman spoke as they crossed the invisible boundary that separated west from east, the subtle shift in house sizes and yard maintenance marking the transition to Clarissa's former part of town.

When they turned onto Oak Street, Clarissa held her breath. The modest ranch-style home where she'd spent her childhood appeared suddenly, unchanged except for its color—now a pale green instead of the beige she remembered. A tricycle sat abandoned in the front yard, evidence of the new family that occupied the space where she'd once played, studied, and finally discovered the questions that had driven her from this town.

"They moved in about six months after you left," Jessica explained softly. "The Wilsons. They have three little boys."

Clarissa nodded, unable to speak as she stared at the house that had never truly been hers. Through the front window, she could see movement—a woman carrying a laundry basket, living her ordinary life in the space where LaToya had maintained her extraordinary deception for seventeen years.

"Eight blocks," Jessica said after they'd driven past, her voice barely above a whisper. "That's all that separated us. Eight blocks of sidewalk."

The statement hung between them, its implications expanding to fill the car's interior. Eight blocks. A ten-minute walk. All those years, they had lived within sight of the same stars, breathed the same air, perhaps even shopped at the same stores—strangers who should have been sisters, their lives running parallel but separate tracks through the same small town.

"They must have seen each other," Clarissa said, the realization dawning with sickening clarity. "My parents and yours. In a town this size, they must have crossed paths from time to time."

Jessica nodded, her knuckles white against the steering wheel. They knew the dads met at the store, but it would have had to happen other places too.

The idea of Pete and LaToya deliberately avoiding Harold and Louise, perhaps ducking into different aisles at the grocery store or choosing different service times at local churches, filled Clarissa with a cold anger. What must it have cost her parents to maintain their fiction in such a small community? What daily calculations and evasions had structured their lives—and by extension, hers?

As they drove back toward the motel, the physical geography of Pinewood Heights had been transformed for Clarissa. It was no longer just the town she'd fled; it was now a map of deception and lost possibilities, of lives that should have intersected but were kept deliberately apart. Eight blocks had never seemed so vast a distance.
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Clarissa's phone chimed with a text from Jessica as she was changing Annie's diaper on the motel bed. "Results are in. Come to my dorm room now." Her hands trembled so badly she had to redo the adhesive tabs on the diaper twice before securing them properly. Three days had passed since they'd mailed the samples—three days of driving around Pinewood Heights, sharing meals in quiet corners of restaurants where they wouldn't be recognized together, comparing stories of their separate childhoods while searching for threads that might connect them. Now, the moment of scientific confirmation or denial had arrived, wrapped in a digital envelope waiting to be opened.

The drive to Pinewood Heights Community College took exactly nine minutes, though it felt like hours. Annie fussed in her car seat, perhaps sensing her mother's anxiety in Clarissa's white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. The campus was quiet on a Monday afternoon, with most students in classes or studying in the library. Clarissa found a parking space near the dormitory Jessica had described—a four-story brick building with ivy climbing its eastern wall.

Room 318 was at the end of a long hallway that smelled of instant noodles and fabric softener. Clarissa balanced Annie on her hip, diaper bag slung over her opposite shoulder, as she knocked softly on the door marked with a small whiteboard bearing Jessica's name and a doodled smiley face.

The door opened immediately, as if Jessica had been waiting just on the other side. Her eyes were wide, her face pale with anticipation. Without a word, she stepped back to let Clarissa enter.

The dorm room was small but carefully organized, the limited space maximized with thoughtful arrangement. Psychology textbooks lined a shelf above a narrow desk where Jessica's laptop sat open, its screen glowing in the dim room. Family photos covered one wall in a collage of smiling faces, Jessica with friends, her younger siblings mugging for the camera. A narrow bed with a navy comforter was pressed against one wall, a fuzzy rug covering the industrial tile floor beside it.

"You're here," Jessica said unnecessarily, closing the door behind them. She reached for Annie, who went willingly into her arms, tiny hands immediately grabbing at Jessica's necklace. "I haven't looked yet. I wanted us to do it together."

Clarissa nodded, unable to form words around the heart that seemed lodged in her throat. She set the diaper bag on the floor and moved to the desk where the laptop waited, its screen displaying the login page for the testing company.

They settled side by side on Jessica's narrow bed, shoulders touching, Annie perched on Jessica's lap. The laptop balanced precariously on their adjacent knees. Jessica's fingers hovered over the keyboard, then typed her password with deliberate care.

"Ready?" she asked, her cursor positioned over the "View Results" button.

"Ready," Clarissa confirmed, though she felt anything but. Her entire life—her understanding of herself, her past, her very identity—hung on whatever data waited behind that digital button.

Jessica clicked, and they both held their breath as the page loaded. The spinning circle seemed to rotate for an eternity, each revolution carrying the weight of more than twenty years of separation.

Then, suddenly, the results appeared, clinical and unambiguous in their precision:

"DNA RELATIONSHIP TEST RESULTS

Relationship tested: Sibling

Probability of relationship: 99.9%”

The scientific confirmation—stark black text against a white background—hit Clarissa like a physical blow. Her vision blurred, the words swimming before her as tears filled her eyes. Beside her, Jessica made a slight, wounded sound, somewhere between a gasp and a sob.

"It's true," Jessica whispered, her voice breaking on the words. "It's really true."

They turned to each other simultaneously, the laptop forgotten as it slid onto the bed beside them. Annie squirmed between them as they embraced, their tears mingling as they pressed their foreheads together.

"I knew it," Jessica managed through her tears, her hands gripping Clarissa's shoulders as if afraid she might disappear again. "I always knew something was missing. Even before they told me about the fire, before I knew I'd had a sister, I felt this… emptiness."

Clarissa couldn't speak, her body shaking with sobs that seemed to rise from some deep, primal place—grief and relief tangled together in a tide that threatened to drown her. Twenty-three years of living someone else's version of her life, of carrying questions she hadn't even known to ask, crashed over her in waves.

"We're sisters," she finally said, the words strange and wonderful on her tongue. "Actual, biological sisters."

Annie, wedged between them, began to whimper at being crushed in their embrace. They pulled apart, laughing tearfully as they adjusted to accommodate the baby. Jessica wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, then reached for a box of tissues on her nightstand, offering one to Clarissa.

"My family—our family—has been mourning you for years, while you were alive just eight blocks away," Jessica said.

The cruelty of this truth—parents grieving a child who lived just minutes from their home—settled over Clarissa like a physical weight.

"They're overprotective, especially around your birthday, when they go to visit your grave," Jessica added, absently stroking Annie's back as she spoke. "Now, I understand why. They already lost one daughter—or thought they did. The idea of losing another must have been unbearable."

Clarissa nodded, unable to form words around the lump in her throat. She thought of Harold and Louise visiting a grave that contained no body, placing flowers for a daughter who had grown up just eight blocks away. The image was almost too painful to contemplate.

"What happens now?" she finally asked, the question encompassing far more than the immediate future.

Jessica shook her head slightly, her expression a mix of determination and uncertainty. "I don't know exactly. But they need to know you're alive. That they have a grandchild." She glanced at Annie, who had dozed off against Clarissa's shoulder. "And you deserve to know your real parents."

The word "real" hung between them, its implications expanding to fill the small dorm room. Real parents. Real family. Real identity. After years of living someone else's version of her life, Clarissa finally had confirmation of who she truly was: daughter of Harold and Louise, granddaughter to people she'd never met, sister to Jessica, Michael, and Emily, aunt to future children any of them might have.

She looked down at Annie, sleeping peacefully amid the emotional storm swirling around her. This tiny person, with her blue eyes and crescent-shaped birthmark, now represented something more profound than Clarissa had ever imagined—the physical link between two lives that should never have been separated, the continuation of a family line that had been fractured but never truly broken.

"We should call Detective Michaels," Clarissa said, her voice steadier now as clarity emerged from the emotional chaos. "He needs to know we've confirmed it. And then…" She took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders with newfound resolution. "Then we need to talk to both sets of parents. All four of them."

Jessica nodded, her expression mirroring Clarissa's determination. "We can do this," she said firmly.

Annie stirred against Clarissa's shoulder, her tiny hand reaching out in sleep and finding Jessica's finger to grasp. The simple gesture—a physical connection between aunt and niece, a bridge between past and future—seemed to embody everything they'd discovered and everything that lay ahead: a family fractured by deception but reconnected by truth, a circle broken and now, finally, beginning to close.


Chapter 29



The automatic doors of Sunset Gardens slid open with a gentle hydraulic sigh, releasing a gust of air that carried the unmistakable scent of medical facilities—antiseptic overlaying the faint sweetness of decay. I stepped into the lobby, each movement a careful negotiation with my broken ribs, Matt's steady presence beside me like a shadow. After four weeks of desperate searching, a prison beating, and a cross-country flight, I was finally about to come face-to-face with the woman who had taken my granddaughter. We had decided to approach her quietly, no sirens or uniforms. We couldn’t risk her running again. And we didn’t know where she was keeping Ellie.

"You sure you're up for this?" Matt murmured, his voice low enough that only I could hear.

I nodded, the motion sending a dull throb through my skull where my head had connected with the shower controls during the prison attack. "I've waited long enough."

The reception desk was staffed by a young woman with a cheerful smile that seemed at odds with the institutional beige walls surrounding her. I let Matt handle the interaction, his voice smooth and professional as he explained we were here to visit a patient, and he put our names on a sign-in sheet. I focused instead on surveying the layout, identifying security cameras, exits, and potential witnesses. The habits of two decades in law enforcement didn't disappear, even when every breath felt like knives between my ribs.

We moved deeper into the facility, Matt's hand occasionally touching my elbow to steady me when pain made me falter. The hallways stretched before us in sterile monotony—numbered doors, handrails mounted at perfect height, the occasional artwork selected for its inoffensiveness. Elderly residents shuffled past, some with walkers, others in wheelchairs pushed by staff members. Their faces blurred together as my attention remained fixed on our target.

"Do you think she has Ellie here?" I asked Matt, the question barely audible over the squeak of orthopedic shoes on linoleum.

"Doubtful," he replied, eyes scanning each passing staff member.

A nurses' station appeared around the corner, the hub of activity for this wing of the facility. And there she was—brown hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, bent slightly over a medication cart as she checked charts. Elaine Wilkins. The woman who had walked into a hospital and stolen my granddaughter in broad daylight.

My fingers instinctively curled into a fist, sending pain shooting up my broken arm. Matt noticed the movement and placed his hand gently over mine, a silent reminder to maintain control.

"That's her," he confirmed, discreetly pulling out his tablet and bringing up the hospital security footage we'd reviewed countless times. He angled it so I could see, though I hardly needed the confirmation. The side-by-side comparison was unmistakable—same woman, different name badge.

"Elaine Morris," I read from her ID, the alias we'd discovered at the pharmacy.

We hung back, watching as she finished her work at the medication cart. Her movements were efficient, practiced—the routines of someone comfortable in her role. Nothing in her demeanor suggested the weight of what she'd done, the lives she'd shattered by taking Ellie. The ordinariness of her actions made my blood simmer with quiet rage.

She gathered several charts and moved away from the station, heading down a less populated corridor. Matt and I followed at a measured distance, my FBI training taking over despite the personal stakes. Too close would alert her; too far, and we might lose her. The hallway curved, revealing a section of rooms that appeared to be unoccupied—perfect.

Elaine entered one of the empty patient rooms, likely to prepare it for a new admission. Matt nodded at me, and we moved quickly, reaching the doorway just as she set down her clipboard on the freshly made bed.

I stepped inside first, positioning myself between Elaine and both the door and the adjoining bathroom exit. Matt followed, closing the door behind us with a soft click that somehow managed to sound final.

Elaine turned at the sound, clipboard still in hand, her expression shifting from professional neutrality to confusion at the sight of strangers in the room.

"Can I help you?" she asked, her voice steady though her eyes darted between us and the now-closed door.

"Elaine Wilkins," I said, the name dropping from my lips like a stone.

The clipboard slipped from her fingers, clattering against the linoleum with a sharp plastic report that echoed in the empty room. Her face drained of color as recognition dawned—not of me personally, but of what I represented. Danger.

"I'm Elaine Morris," she countered, her voice higher than it had been seconds before. "I think you have the wrong person."

I withdrew my FBI credentials, the gold badge catching the fluorescent light as I held it up. "FBI," I stated, keeping my voice flat despite the thunder of my heart against my broken ribs. "We need to talk about what happened in Florida four weeks ago."

She backed up until her spine pressed against the wall, hands splayed against the institutional paint as if seeking purchase. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Matt had moved to lock the door, ensuring our privacy for what would come next. His expression remained professionally neutral, but I could read the tension in the set of his shoulders—not threatening, but prepared.

"Let me refresh your memory," I said, pulling out Matt’s tablet. My fingers shook slightly as I navigated to the video file, anger and anticipation making it difficult to maintain the composure I'd practiced for this moment.

I turned the screen toward her and pressed play. The security footage from the hospital was grainy but unmistakable—Elaine in her nurse's uniform, checking a chart. Minutes later, she emerged with my granddaughter cradled in her arms, walking calmly past the nurses' station and through the exit doors.

"That's not me," she whispered, but her voice cracked on the last word, betraying the lie. Tears welled in her eyes, catching the harsh overhead light. "That's not me," she repeated, more desperately this time.

Her legs seemed to lose their strength. She slid down the wall until she was crouched on the floor, tears flowing freely now as the reality of her situation settled around her like a shroud. The confident nurse was gone, replaced by a cornered woman who finally understood there was nowhere left to run.


Chapter 30



My control snapped. Weeks of fear and helplessness crystallized into a single moment of pure rage as I slammed my palm against the wall beside Elaine's head, the impact sending bolts of pain through my fractured arm and into my shoulder. Elaine flinched, pressing herself harder against the wall as if she could disappear into it. "Where is my granddaughter?" I demanded, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper that barely contained the scream building inside me.

"Eva Rae," Matt cautioned, his hand settling on my shoulder. His touch was gentle but firm—a physical reminder of boundaries I was dangerously close to crossing. Years in the FBI had taught me that intimidation had its place in interrogations, but so did restraint. I felt the weight of his silent message: Don't compromise the case by going too far.

I didn't move away from Elaine, but I didn't advance further either. My breathing came in shallow bursts, each inhale restricted by the cage of broken ribs and barely contained fury.

Elaine's composure crumbled completely. Her body folded in on itself, shoulders hunching forward as sobs racked her frame. "She's not with me anymore, I swear," she gasped between heaving breaths. "I don't have her."

"Then who does?" I pressed, unmoved by her tears. In my years at the Bureau, I'd seen too many criminals cry—tears of manipulation rather than remorse. "Where did you take her?"

Elaine shook her head, her ponytail coming loose, strands of hair sticking to her wet cheeks. "I can't," she whispered. "You don't understand."

My legs bent before I registered the decision to move. I crouched before her, ignoring the searing protest from my ribs, the way the position made my head swim with residual concussion symptoms. Eye level now, I could see the fear in her dilated pupils, the fine lines around her mouth that aged her beyond her years. She looked away, unable to meet my gaze.

"Look at me," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. When she didn't comply, I repeated with quiet intensity: "Look at me, Elaine."

Slowly, reluctantly, her eyes met mine.

"My granddaughter is four weeks old," I said, each word measured and deliberate. "Her mother hasn't slept more than two hours straight since she was taken. She pumps breast milk and throws it away because her baby isn't there to drink it." I let the reality of Christine's suffering sink in, watching for any flicker of empathy in Elaine's expression.

Something shifted in her eyes—not quite guilt, but recognition. It wasn't enough.

I made a split-second tactical decision, reaching for a truth I rarely voiced aloud.

Elaine was watching me now, her breath coming in uneven hitches as she processed my words.

"I know you were taken as a child, Elaine," I said quietly. "From your parents in a house fire. I read your file when we did the background check on you. You grew up away from your biological parents, but later found them. As an adult. Is that why you did this? Some twisted way of completing the cycle? Or does it have to do with your nephew? The father. Did he ask you to take the child? To give it to him?"

Her eyes widened, genuine shock replacing the calculated desperation of moments before. The knowledge that I had uncovered this piece of her history—a trauma that paralleled my own since my own sister had been taken as a child and grown up in another country, only for us to be reunited as adults—clearly unnerved her.

"How did you…?" she began, then stopped, swallowing hard. "Yes, that's true," she admitted, her voice barely audible. "I was stolen and raised by someone else." She shook her head, a fresh tear tracking down her cheek. "But that's not why I did it."

The confirmation hung between us—this strange, terrible connection we shared.

"Then, why?" I pressed, sensing a crack in her resistance. "Why Ellie specifically? Why my granddaughter?"

Elaine's gaze dropped to her hands, now twisted together in her lap. "It wasn't personal," she whispered. "I needed the money. And he was very specific about which baby he wanted."

"He," I repeated, the single syllable sharp as broken glass. "Who is he, Elaine? Chris Stone?"

She shrank back against the wall again, fear returning to her features. "I can't tell you that. He'll kill me. He said he would find me anywhere if I talked."

"We can protect you," Matt said from behind me, his voice carrying the authority of his position.

Elaine gave a bitter, fragmented laugh. "You don't know who he is. What he's capable of."

"I think we do," I countered, shifting my weight to ease the strain on my ribs. "But I need you to confirm it. I need a name."

She shook her head rapidly, panic rising in her expression. "I can't. I took her to Caesar’s Palace, and that’s where the exchange took place. I handed her over. That's all I know."

"That's not good enough," I said, my temporary empathy hardening back into determination. "My granddaughter is out there somewhere. Every minute that passes puts her farther from us. You are going to tell me exactly who you gave her to and where I can find them."

Elaine looked past me to Matt, then back to my unyielding gaze. I could see her calculating her options, realizing she had none. She drew in a shaky breath, resignation settling over her features like a veil.

"He paid me to take her," she whispered. "Paid me a lot of money. One hundred thousand dollars," Elaine said, her voice steadier now that she'd begun her confession. "That's what he paid me to take the baby. Half up front, half after the handoff." The words hit me like physical blows, each syllable hammering home the reality that my granddaughter had been sold like merchandise, assigned a monetary value by the people who had taken her from us.

Something primal and ferocious erupted inside me. Before I could process the decision to move, I was lunging forward, my hands reaching for Elaine's throat with a single consuming purpose. My broken ribs screamed in protest, but the pain couldn't compete with the white-hot rage blazing through my consciousness. All I saw was the woman who had put a price tag on my granddaughter's life.

"Eva Rae!" Matt's voice registered distantly as his arms wrapped around me from behind, pulling me back before my fingers could close around Elaine's neck. I struggled against his grip, my body twisting despite the agony that flared through my torso with each movement.

"Let me go!" I snarled, fighting him with a strength I shouldn't have possessed in my injured state. My elbow connected with something solid—Matt's chest or shoulder—but his hold remained firm.

"She sold my granddaughter!" I shouted, the words tearing from my throat like jagged glass. "She sold Ellie like she was nothing!"

Elaine had pressed herself into the corner, eyes wide with genuine fear as she watched my violent reaction. Tears continued streaming down her face, but I felt no sympathy—only a burning need to make her understand the magnitude of what she'd done.

"You need her alive to find Ellie," Matt said in my ear, his voice low and urgent. His arms remained locked around me, both restraining and supporting as the surge of adrenaline began to fade, leaving me trembling against him.

The truth of his words penetrated the red haze of my fury. I stopped fighting, though every muscle in my body remained coiled with tension. My breathing came in painful gasps that sent sharp reminders of my broken body with each inhale.

"Talk," I ordered Elaine, the single word carrying all the threat my restrained position couldn't convey. "Now."

Elaine nodded rapidly, her back still pressed against the wall as if physical distance could protect her from my rage. "I needed the money," she said, her voice breaking. "My sister—Susan—her appeal case was denied. She has cancer, advanced stage. The prison healthcare system is killing her." Her hands made helpless, pleading gestures as she spoke. "The medical bills for proper treatment, the lawyers for another appeal… I couldn't let her die in there."

"So, you stole someone else's child instead," I said, the coldness in my voice surprising even me.

"I told myself it wasn't really stealing," Elaine whispered, her gaze dropping to the floor. "The man with the snake tattoo said the mother was unfit, that he had a right to this child." She looked up, meeting my eyes with a desperate intensity. "I didn't know he was lying. Not until after, when I saw the news reports."

Matt's grip on me had relaxed slightly, though he remained close enough to intervene if my control slipped again. "The man with the snake tattoo," he prompted. "We need everything you know about him."

Elaine nodded, wiping at her tears with shaking hands. "Tall—maybe six-one, six-two. Athletic build. Dark hair, expensive clothes." Her voice grew quieter, fear evident in every word. "The tattoo covers most of his throat—a python rising from flames. His eyes were the coldest I've ever seen, like he could kill you without blinking."

A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the room's temperature. The description. I knew this guy. A memory unfolded from years ago, the last time he tormented me.

"He has a scar," Elaine continued, tracing a line from her temple to her jaw with one finger. "Here. Thin but deep."

I went still in Matt's arms, the final piece clicking into place.

"Anthony Piatkowski," I whispered, the name like poison on my tongue. The son of my former partner in the FBI. A man with every reason to hate me personally after his father’s death.

Elaine's eyes widened in surprise. "You know him?"

"I know him," I replied, the implications unfolding in my mind with terrible clarity. This wasn't about the child—it was about striking at me through my family. Revenge served cold and calculated after years of waiting. He had murdered and tortured young girls close to me years ago, and I put him away. But not till after he sold off my oldest daughter, Olivia, to some traffickers in Miami. I went through hell to get her back. He was out? How was this possible? The judge gave him thirty-five years.

Matt had released me completely now, moving toward Elaine with handcuffs. "Elaine Wilkins, you're under arrest for the kidnapping of Ellie Marie Thomas." He began reciting her rights as he secured her wrists behind her back.

"I never wanted to hurt anyone," Elaine said, fresh tears spilling as the metal closed around her wrists. "I just wanted to save my sister."

I straightened slowly, one arm wrapped protectively around my aching ribs. "Did Anthony say anything about where he was taking Ellie? Any properties he mentioned, people he was meeting?"

Elaine shook her head. "Just that he had everything prepared. A nursery, and I gave him formula, everything a baby needs." She hesitated, then added, "He said something about the desert being peaceful. That he was going to raise her somewhere quiet, away from the city."

The desert surrounding Las Vegas covered thousands of square miles—remote properties, isolated communities, places where a man could disappear with a child and never be found. The vastness of the search area threatened to overwhelm me until I forced my focus back to the immediate moment.

Matt had just finished securing Elaine when a piercing alarm suddenly cut through the air, the electronic wail so loud it seemed to vibrate through my damaged ribs. Flashing lights began strobing the hallway outside, visible through the small window in the door. The facility's automated security system had activated.

"What is that?" I demanded, looking to Elaine, whose expression had transformed to one of confused panic.

"It's the security alarm," she said, shouting to be heard over the noise. "It only goes off for major emergencies—fire, active threat, facility lockdown."

Matt moved swiftly to the door, peering through the window. "The automatic doors are closing," he reported, his voice tight with sudden urgency. "The whole place is locking down."

A cold certainty settled in my gut as I processed the timing of the alarm. "Someone's been watching us," I said, drawing my service weapon from its concealed holster despite the pain that flared in my shoulder. 

Matt nodded grimly, already drawing his own weapon. "They know we've found Elaine." He positioned himself beside the door, back to the wall, gun ready. "They know we're closing in on Anthony."

I moved to the opposite side of the door, my injured body protesting, but my training overriding the pain. The alarm continued its deafening wail as we both aimed toward the entrance, prepared for whatever might come through.

"How would they know we're here?" Elaine asked, her voice barely audible over the alarm.

"Cameras," Matt answered shortly. "Or someone inside tipped them off when we arrived."

I thought of the reception desk, the nurses' station, the countless opportunities for surveillance in a facility like this. Anthony had planned too carefully to leave Elaine unmonitored. He would have had contingencies in place, people watching for exactly this scenario.

The lights continued flashing, painting the room in alternating darkness and harsh illumination. Through the small window, I could see staff and residents in the hallway moving with the confusion of an unplanned emergency—perfect cover for someone to approach unnoticed.

"Stay behind us," I ordered Elaine, adjusting my grip on my weapon despite the pain radiating from my fractured arm. "If these are Anthony's people, they're not coming to rescue you. We’ll get the local FBI to come extract us."

My finger rested beside the trigger, ready to defend against whatever came through that door. After weeks of searching, I was finally on Anthony Piatkowski's trail—and apparently, he was on mine as well.


Chapter 31



THEN:

Sunday afternoon sunshine bathed the neighborhood in golden light as Jessica turned her car onto Maple Avenue. Clarissa sat rigid in the passenger seat, her fingers twisting the hem of her blouse into tiny knots. Annie slept peacefully in her car seat, unaware that her mother was about to upend two families with a truth that had been buried for more than twenty years. Eight blocks. That's all that had separated Clarissa from her biological family—eight blocks of sidewalk, of ordinary lives intersecting without recognition. Now, as they approached the blue two-story house that should have been her childhood home, those eight blocks might as well have been an ocean.

"They're usually home after church until about four," Jessica said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands as she gripped the steering wheel. "Michael has soccer practice later, and Emily's at a friend's until dinner."

Clarissa nodded, grateful they wouldn't have to confront the entire family at once. "Do they know we're coming?"

"No." Jessica pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. "I considered calling, but—" She glanced at Clarissa, their identical blue eyes meeting. "I was afraid they wouldn't believe me over the phone. Or worse, they'd refuse to see us altogether."

The house loomed before them, larger and more intimidating than it had appeared during their drive a week earlier. Wind chimes tinkled softly from the porch ceiling, their melody carried on a gentle autumn breeze that rustled the crimson leaves of a nearby maple tree. A pumpkin sat on the top step, carved with a grinning face that seemed to mock the gravity of their mission.

"I can't breathe," Clarissa whispered, her hand fluttering to her throat. It had taken her almost a week to finally make this decision, to gather the courage. "What if they hate me? What if they think I'm lying?"

Jessica reached across the console and clasped Clarissa's hand in hers. "They won't hate you. They've spent twenty-three years loving the memory of you." She squeezed gently. "And we have proof. The DNA test, Annie's resemblance, the birthmark—they'll believe us. They have to."

In the back seat, Annie stirred, tiny fists rubbing sleepily at her eyes as she woke from her nap. The sight of her daughter—blue eyes blinking slowly against the sunlight streaming through the window—steadied Clarissa's racing heart. Whatever happened inside that house, she was doing this for Annie. For the truth. For the family they both deserved to know.

They exited the car with deliberate movements, as if underwater. Jessica lifted Annie from her car seat with practiced ease, cradling her against her chest. "Let me carry her," she offered. "You'll have enough to manage with… everything else."

Clarissa nodded gratefully, allowing her sister to bear this small burden. The concrete path leading to the porch felt solid beneath her feet, anchoring her to the moment as her mind threatened to float away on waves of panic. Each step carried her closer to the parents she'd never known—parents who believed she had died before she could even speak their names.

At the bottom of the porch steps, Jessica paused. "Ready?"

Clarissa wasn't ready. She would never be ready. But she nodded anyway, following her sister up the stairs, across the porch boards that creaked in exactly the places Jessica instinctively avoided. Another small reminder of the life she'd missed—the intimate knowledge of a home's quirks, passed down through years of familiarity.

Jessica's free hand found Clarissa's again, squeezing gently before reaching for the doorbell. The chime echoed inside, followed by movement—footsteps approaching from what Clarissa guessed was the kitchen, based on the house layout Jessica had described.

"Coming!" called a melodic female voice from within. Louise. Lulu by her loved ones.

Their mother.

Clarissa's knees threatened to buckle beneath her. Jessica's hand tightened around hers, a silent promise of support.

The door swung open to reveal a woman in her early fifties, her brown hair streaked with silver, her face bearing lines of both laughter and grief. She wore a floral apron dusted with flour, and her eyes—Jessica's eyes, Clarissa's eyes—lit up at the sight of her daughter on the doorstep.

"Jessica! What a lovely surprise. I didn't expect you until—" Louise's greeting died on her lips as her gaze shifted from Jessica to Clarissa.

The color drained from her face, her hand trembling against the doorknob. For a moment that stretched into eternity, she simply stared, her mouth working silently as if struggling to form words that wouldn't come.

"Mom," Jessica said softly, "can we come in? There's someone you need to meet."

Louise's gaze darted between the identical faces before her, lingering on Clarissa with an expression of disbelief tinged with something like desperate hope. She stepped back mechanically, opening the door wider.

"Yes, of course," she managed, her voice barely audible. "Please. Come in."

The house smelled of pine cleaner and freshly baked cookies, the comforting scents of a well-maintained home where family gathered and memories were made. Clarissa crossed the threshold with the peculiar sensation of walking into a dream—familiar yet foreign, as if she'd been here before in some other life.

Louise led them through the entryway into a spacious living room with a stone fireplace and comfortable furniture arranged in a conversational circle. Family photos lined the walls and shelves—Jessica at various ages, her younger siblings growing up through the frames, Louise and Harold smiling at the camera with their arms around their children. A family complete except for the daughter they believed they'd lost.

Clarissa's attention caught on one photograph in particular—Jessica as a toddler, wearing a pink dress and holding a plush rabbit. The image might have been Clarissa herself, indistinguishable from her own childhood photos except for the different background, the different toys, the different life captured in the frame. Jessica had grown up in wealth, Clarissa in poverty.

"Please, sit down," Louise said, her voice stronger now, though her hands still trembled. "I'll get Harold. He's in his office." Her eyes remained fixed on Clarissa, as if afraid she might disappear if she looked away.

Jessica settled on the sofa with Annie in her lap, motioning for Clarissa to join her. The cushions were soft, worn in the places where family members habitually sat. Another life detail Clarissa had missed—the unique impression a person left on their favorite spot on the family couch.

"Hal!" Louise called, her voice cracking slightly. "Can you come out here? Jessica's here with… with someone."

The sound of a chair scraping against wood came from down the hallway, followed by heavy footsteps approaching. A tall man with silver-streaked dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard appeared in the doorway, a coffee mug clutched in one hand. Harold—Jessica's father. Clarissa's father.

"Jess, good to see you, honey," he began, his deep voice warm with affection. Then his gaze found Clarissa, and time seemed to stop.

The coffee mug slipped from his grasp, crashing to the hardwood floor with a sound that reverberated through the silent room. Dark liquid splashed across the polished surface, spreading into a growing puddle that no one moved to clean up. Harold stood frozen, his face draining of color as he stared at Clarissa with an expression of absolute shock.

"That's not possible," he whispered, his voice hoarse with disbelief. "That's not possible."

Louise moved to his side, her hand finding his arm as if to steady them both. "Harold," she said softly, tears welling in her eyes. "Harold, look at her."

Clarissa couldn't speak, couldn't move, could barely breathe under the weight of their stares. These strangers with their familiar features—the shape of Harold's jaw that she recognized from her own reflection, Louise's eyes that she'd passed down to both her daughters and now to Annie—were looking at her as if they'd seen a ghost. And in many ways, they had.
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The shattered pieces of the coffee mug lay scattered across the hardwood floor, dark liquid seeping between the planks like blood from an invisible wound. Nobody moved to clean it, all four adults frozen in a tableau of shock and disbelief. Clarissa perched on the edge of the sofa, her hands clasped so tightly in her lap that her knuckles glowed white against her skin. Annie squirmed in Jessica's arms, the only one in the room unaffected by the tension that seemed to thicken the air with each passing second.

Louise broke the silence first, dropping to her knees with a sudden, jerky movement. "I'll clean this up," she muttered, gathering larger ceramic shards with trembling fingers. "There's a towel in the kitchen. I should get a towel."

"Mom, let me help," Jessica offered, shifting Annie to rest against her shoulder. But Louise shook her head, not looking up from the mess.

"No, no. You stay. I need to—I just need a moment." She disappeared into the kitchen, returning seconds later with a dish towel that she pressed into the spreading coffee stain.

Harold hadn't moved, his back pressed against the doorframe as if it were the only thing keeping him upright. His eyes never left Clarissa's face, tracking every micro-expression with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

"Who are you?" he finally asked, his voice a rough whisper. "Who are you really?"

Clarissa swallowed hard against the tightness in her throat. "My name is Clarissa Jones. But I believe I was born something else. Jessica and I met years ago, in high school."

"That's impossible," Harold said flatly, though his voice lacked conviction.

"Dad," Jessica interjected gently, "please sit down and listen. We can explain everything."

Louise finished blotting the coffee and rose shakily to her feet, setting the soiled towel on a side table. She perched on the armchair across from the sofa, her eyes darting between her daughters as if unable to settle on just one face. Harold remained standing, his posture rigid with tension.

"We found each other by accident," Clarissa continued, her voice steadying as she recounted the familiar story. "Jessica was a freshman when I was a senior. We passed in the hallway, and it was like looking in a mirror. Everyone noticed the resemblance—it was impossible not to."

"We even have the same birthmark," Jessica added, shifting Annie to a more comfortable position. "The crescent shape behind our right ears."

Louise's hand fluttered to her mouth. "But that's—we never told anyone about that. It wasn't in any newspaper articles or⁠—"

"Please," Harold cut in, his voice hardening. "This is—" He ran a hand through his silver-streaked hair. "This is preposterous. Our daughter died twenty-three years ago. We held a funeral. We visit her grave every year."

"A grave with no body," Jessica said quietly. "You told me yourself they never found her remains."

Harold's face flushed, red creeping up his neck and into his cheeks. "Because the fire was so intense. The crib was—" He broke off, pain etching new lines around his eyes.

"We did a DNA test," Clarissa said, reaching into her purse for the folded paper she'd brought. Her fingers brushed the crisp edges of the lab results—scientific proof of what her heart had known since she first saw Jessica. "The results came back this week. Jessica and I are sisters. And Annie is your granddaughter."

Louise's soft gasp filled the momentary silence. She reached toward Clarissa with trembling fingers, then pulled her hand back as if scorched by an invisible flame. Tears spilled down her cheeks, tracking shining paths that she made no attempt to wipe away.

"May I?" she whispered, gesturing toward the paper in Clarissa's hand.

Before Clarissa could pass over the lab results, Harold stepped forward, his movements sharp with agitation. "No. Absolutely not." He began pacing before the fireplace, each step heavy with contained emotion. "Do you have any idea what you're suggesting? That our baby didn’t die during the fire? That she's been alive all this time?”

"Dad—" Jessica began, but Harold cut her off with a slashing motion of his hand.

"No. This is a scam. It has to be." His voice rose, the authoritative tone of a man accustomed to solving problems with logic and determination. "DNA tests can be faked. Photos can be manipulated. This is some kind of sick joke or—or a con to get money from a family that's already suffered enough."

Clarissa's chest tightened, Harold's rejection hitting her like a physical blow. "I don't want your money," she said, struggling to keep her voice steady. "I just wanted to know the truth. For myself and for Annie."

Harold snorted, disbelief sharpening his features. "The truth? The truth is that we lost our daughter in a fire. The truth is that we've spent so many years grieving her, loving her memory, visiting an empty grave." He strode to a bookshelf and yanked down a framed newspaper clipping, thrusting it toward Clarissa with barely controlled anger.

"This is the truth," he said, his voice cracking slightly.

Clarissa accepted the frame with unsteady hands. Behind the glass, yellowed with age, a headline proclaimed in bold type: "Infant Perishes in Tragic Blaze." Beneath it, a photograph showed a younger Harold and Louise standing before the charred remains of a house, their faces masks of grief as they clutched each other for support. The article described the fire, the parents' desperate attempts to reach their child, and firefighters pulling them back from the inferno that had already consumed the nursery.

"You weren't there," Harold continued, his voice dropping to a low, intense pitch. "You didn't smell the smoke. You didn't hear the beams crashing down. You didn't have to be physically restrained from running back inside to save your child." His finger jabbed at the glass. "That's reality. Not some coincidental resemblance or fraudulent lab test."

Clarissa's vision blurred with tears as she stared at the newspaper photo, at parents grieving a child who hadn't actually died. A child who had somehow been taken from them and placed with another family just blocks away.

"I don't know what happened that night," she admitted, her voice barely audible. "I don't know how I ended up with Pete and LaToya Jones instead of dying in that fire. But the DNA doesn't lie. Neither does this." She turned her head, brushing back her hair to reveal the crescent-shaped birthmark behind her ear—identical to Jessica's, identical to Annie's on the opposite side.

Louise made a slight, wounded sound, her hand reaching instinctively toward her husband's arm for support. But Harold's expression only hardened further, his jaw clenching as he stepped back.

"Anyone could know about the birthmark," he insisted. "Jessica's had friends over her whole life. Neighbors. Classmates." He snatched the framed article back, returning it to its place on the shelf with precise, controlled movements. "I don't know what you're trying to accomplish by infiltrating our family, Ms. Jones, but I won't allow it. I won't let you use our tragedy for whatever game you're playing."

"Dad!" Jessica protested, her voice sharp with disbelief. "This isn't a game. Look at her! Look at Annie! They're your family."

But Harold had retreated behind a wall of protection built over years of grief. Clarissa saw it in his eyes—the desperate need to reject a truth that would mean they'd missed their daughter's entire life while she grew up just minutes away. It would be easier to believe she was lying than to face that unbearable reality.
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Louise rose from her chair with the slow, deliberate movements of someone approaching a wild animal they feared might bolt. Her eyes—the same deep blue as Clarissa's, as Jessica's, as Annie's—never left Clarissa's face as she took one hesitant step forward, then another. "The birthmark," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Elaine's was shaped like a crescent moon, behind her right ear. The doctors said it would fade, but it never did on Jessica."

"Mom," Jessica said softly, adjusting Annie in her arms. "It's the same. Exactly the same. And Annie has it too, just on the left side instead of the right. Clarissa is Elaine. Her real name is Elaine Wilkins."

Clarissa remained perched on the edge of the sofa, her throat tight with emotion as Louise drew closer. "May I?" her biological mother asked, hand trembling in the space between them.

Clarissa nodded, turning her head and lifting her hair to reveal the mark that had been with her since birth. The mark that connected her to the family she'd never known she had. She felt Louise's fingers, feather-light and hesitant, brush against her skin, tracing the crescent shape with a touch so gentle it might have been imagined.

Louise gasped, the sound half-sob as she stumbled backward, reaching blindly for Harold's arm to steady herself. "It's there," she whispered. "Harold, it's there. Just like Elaine's. Just like Jessica's."

Harold remained rigid, his jaw clenched so tightly a muscle jumped beneath the skin. "Coincidence," he said, though his voice lacked the conviction of moments before. "Or she knew about it somehow. Through Jessica's friends, or—heck, it could be a tattoo."

"Nobody knows about it except family," Louise interrupted, her voice strengthening with a mother's certainty. "We never talked about it outside this house. It was just a little private thing—our crescent moon girls, we called them."

The familiar phrase sent a jolt through Clarissa's chest, as if some dormant memory had stirred in response—crescent moon girls. The words felt right, felt known somehow.

"Mom kept a lock of your baby hair," Jessica said quietly. "In a silver box in her dresser drawer. It's the exact same shade as mine was. As Annie's is now."

Harold shook his head, taking a step back as if physically rejecting the mounting evidence. "This is insanity. You're all being taken in by a… a cruel hoax." His protective instincts, honed by years of guarding his family against further pain, were overriding the truth standing before him. "I want you to leave," he said to Clarissa, his voice hardening again. "Now."

"Harold!" Louise protested, tears streaming freely down her face. "Please, just listen⁠—"

"Listen to what?" he demanded, his voice rising with each word. "More lies? More impossible stories? Our daughter died, Louise. We buried her. We mourned her. We've spent years trying to live with that loss, and now this—this stranger walks in claiming to be Elaine with nothing but a convenient birthmark and some paperwork anyone could fabricate!"

Annie began to whimper at the raised voices, her tiny face scrunching with distress. Jessica murmured soothing sounds, gently placing her on a cushioned chair where she could still keep an eye on her.

"Dad," Jessica said, rising to her full height to confront her father. "Please, listen. The DNA doesn't lie. The birthmark doesn't lie. Look at her—really look at her. This is Elaine. She didn't die in that fire."

Harold's face flushed a deeper red, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. "Don't use that name," he hissed. "Don't you dare use her name for this—this impostor."

The word sliced through Clarissa like a blade, sharp and precise in its cruelty. Impostor. After everything—the DNA test, the birthmark, the undeniable resemblance—he still couldn't, wouldn't see the truth. She felt something crumble inside her chest, hope collapsing under the weight of his rejection.

"I'm not lying," she said, her voice small but steady. "I didn't even know until I met Jessica. I grew up believing Pete and LaToya Jones were my biological parents. I had no idea I was your daughter until a few months ago when a detective contacted me about inconsistencies in my birth certificate."

"A convenient story," Harold scoffed, though a flicker of uncertainty crossed his features. "And where are these supposed adoptive parents now? Why aren't they here to corroborate your tale?"

Clarissa swallowed hard. "They don't know we're here. We wanted to talk to you first, to⁠—"

"Get out." Harold's voice broke on the command, revealing the raw pain beneath his anger. He pointed toward the door, his hand visibly shaking. "Get out of our house."

"Dad, please," Jessica pleaded, stepping between him and Clarissa. "You're making a terrible mistake. This is your daughter. Your firstborn. The baby you thought you lost."

"Jessica Mallory Wilkins," Harold said, each word weighted with fatherly authority, "I won't tell you again. Take your friend and go. Now."

Clarissa rose from the sofa, legs unsteady beneath her as she gathered her purse with trembling hands. Tears streamed down her face, but she made no move to wipe them away. Let him see, she thought with sudden defiance. Let him see what he's doing to his own daughter.

"I understand," she said quietly, dignity straightening her spine despite the pain crushing her chest. "This is a shock. I never meant to cause you more grief." She glanced at Louise, whose tears mirrored her own. "I just wanted to know where I came from. Where Annie came from."

Louise took a half-step forward, her hand outstretched, but Harold's arm shot out to block her movement. "Louise, don't," he warned, his voice tight with desperation. "This is exactly what she wants—to play on your emotions, on your grief."

Jessica had retrieved Annie, holding her close as she watched the scene unfold with growing anger. "I never thought I'd be ashamed of you, Dad," she said, her voice low and fierce. "But right now, I am." She moved to Clarissa's side, presenting a united front against his disbelief. "We're leaving, but this isn't over. The truth doesn't disappear just because you refuse to see it."

Clarissa moved toward the door on leaden feet, each step away from her biological parents more painful than the last. She'd imagined this moment so differently—tears of joy, not rejection; embraces, not accusations; reunion, not retreat.

At the threshold, she paused, turning back one last time. "I have your eyes," she said simply. "Annie has your eyes. Jessica has your eyes. That's not coincidence or fraud. That's DNA. That's family." She drew a shaky breath. "When you're ready to talk—really talk—Jessica knows how to reach me."

The door closed behind them with a soft click that somehow hurt more than a slam would have. On the porch steps, Clarissa's legs finally gave out, and she sank down onto the worn wood, shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Jessica settled beside her, Annie cradled between them, a tiny bridge connecting past to present.


Chapter 32



The Las Vegas FBI field office smelled of stale coffee and printer toner, a familiar combination that momentarily transported me back to my active-duty days. Four hours had passed since the false alarm at Sunset Gardens—a system malfunction, they said, rather than Anthony's people, though the coincidental timing still niggled at the back of my mind. Now, with Elaine in custody and her complete statement recorded, we'd come here to leverage federal resources in our search. Each minute that ticked by was another minute my granddaughter remained in Anthony Piatkowski's hands.

Matt guided me through the security checkpoint, flashing his detective's badge while I fumbled for my FBI credentials with my uninjured hand. The security officer's eyes lingered on my cast and the visible bruising on my face, but he said nothing as he waved us through.

"Conference room's this way," said the field agent who met us in the lobby. His name was Dawson, and his crisp suit and regulation haircut screamed career Bureau. "ASAC Kent is pulling files on Piatkowski now."

We followed him down a narrow hallway to a cramped conference room that could have been transplanted from any FBI office in the country. A whiteboard dominated one wall, already covered with diagrams, arrows, and names connected in the spiderweb pattern of a criminal network analysis.

I lowered myself carefully into one of the metal chairs, trying to find a position that didn't send shards of pain through my broken ribs. My cast-encased arm felt heavier by the hour, and the dull throb in my head hadn't subsided since the hospital. But physical discomfort was a distant concern compared to the urgency pulsing through me.

"Here's what we have so far," said a female agent, entering the room with an armful of folders. She introduced herself as Kent, the Assistant Special Agent in Charge, and began spreading documents across the table. "Anthony Piatkowski was released from prison a year ago."

"He made a deal," Dawson added, tapping a surveillance photo of a man with a snake tattoo climbing from a sleek black car. "He bunked in prison with a guy that the FBI never got to admit he murdered an important senator’s daughter and her three friends. The guy was going to be released after only being charged with drug possession. The FBI contacted Anthony and made a deal with him. He agreed to put on a mike, and a few weeks later, he had his bunk mate spill the beans, admitting to all four murders. Anthony was a free man after that. Looks like he’s been quite busy since."

I leaned forward, studying the image. The tattoo on his throat—a python rising from flames, the detailed artwork both beautiful and menacing. The scar that ran from his temple to his jaw caught the light in the photo, a pale line against his tanned skin. I recognized the features, but seeing him again, knowing he had my granddaughter, made my stomach clench with a mixture of rage and fear.

"These are his known associates in Vegas," Kent continued, pinning photographs to a corkboard. "He has people at three major casinos, two private security firms that provide muscle when needed, and a bail bondsman who launders money through his business."

Matt moved to stand beside the map of Las Vegas tacked to one wall. Red pins marked locations associated with Anthony's operation, concentrated around the Strip but with outliers in Henderson and North Las Vegas.

"Any properties in the desert?" Matt asked, recalling Elaine's mention of Anthony wanting somewhere peaceful, away from the city.

Kent nodded, placing another pin near the edge of the map. "He owns a compound here, about forty minutes outside the city. We've had it under occasional surveillance, but it's been inactive for months."

"Until recently?" I suggested, shifting in my chair with a slight groan of pain.

"We don't know," Dawson admitted. "Last drive-by was five weeks ago, nothing unusual noted."

I forced myself to stand, ignoring Matt's concerned glance as I moved closer to the map. My eyes traced the routes between the properties, calculating distances and travel times.

"What about the bail bondsman?" I asked, tapping the pin that marked his business location. "If Anthony's planning to leave the country with Ellie, he might need documents."

"Ramon Diaz," Kent said, sliding a file toward me. "Operates a legitimate bail bonds business as a front. We suspect he also provides fake passports, documentation for quick exits."

"And he owes us a conversation," Dawson added with a grim smile. "We've been building a case on him for months."

I flipped through the file, scanning Ramon's history, his connections, his vulnerabilities. "He has a daughter at UNLV," I noted, finding the personal details section. "That's leverage."

Kent raised an eyebrow. "We're aware, but threatening family members isn't exactly standard Bureau procedure."

"Neither is kidnapping my granddaughter," I replied, my voice sharper than I'd intended.

Matt stepped in, his tone deliberately calm and professional. "What Agent Thomas means is that Ramon's family connections indicate he has roots here, motivations beyond money. That could be useful in negotiating his cooperation."

I shot Matt a grateful glance. He knew when to smooth my rough edges, especially when dealing with other agencies. My personal stake in this case was clouding my professional judgment, and we both knew it.

"We can provide contact information for all these individuals," Kent said, handing Matt a printout. "But I should note that this is still an active Bureau investigation. We appreciate the Cocoa Beach PD's interest, but⁠—"

"This isn't jurisdictional posturing," Matt interrupted, his normally diplomatic tone hardening. "We have a missing infant who's been identified as part of an interstate kidnapping. We need all hands on deck, not bureaucratic roadblocks."

Kent had the grace to look chastened. "Of course. We'll provide whatever support we can."

I studied the network diagram on the whiteboard, my mind already formulating our next steps. "We need to split up," I said to Matt, not taking my eyes off the board. "You take Elaine to the police station for formal processing and statement. I'll follow up with an informant who might know more about Anthony's current movements."

"Informant?" Dawson questioned, clearly uncomfortable with a visiting officer running sources in his territory.

"Former informant," I clarified. "Carlos Reyes. He worked with me on a human trafficking case years ago. Last I heard, he's dealing cards at the Bellagio."

Matt frowned, concern evident in the lines around his eyes. "I don't like the idea of you going alone, especially with—" He gestured vaguely at my injuries.

"I've worked with worse," I said dismissively. "Besides, Carlos is skittish. He won't talk if he thinks he's being surrounded by law enforcement."

The argument hung in the air between us, unspoken but palpable. I knew Matt was right to be concerned—my physical condition was far from optimal for fieldwork. But the clock was ticking, and Anthony Piatkowski had already demonstrated meticulous planning. If he suspected we were closing in, he might accelerate whatever escape plan he had for himself and Ellie.

As the meeting concluded, I reached for my jacket hanging on the back of my chair. Pain shot through my shoulder as I tried to maneuver my cast-encased arm into the sleeve.

Matt stepped forward. "Let me help⁠—"

The look I gave him could have frozen lava. He stopped mid-motion, recognizing the determination that had carried me through my years of FBI work, through shootouts, standoffs, and situations far more dangerous than putting on a jacket with broken ribs.

I managed the task alone, each movement precisely calculated to minimize the pain, refusing to acknowledge the beads of sweat forming on my forehead from the effort. The message was clear—I wouldn't be coddled, not even by Matt.

"I'll call you after I talk to Carlos," I said, already moving toward the door.

Behind me, I heard Kent murmur something to Matt about "stubborn agents," and his quiet reply: "You have no idea."

He was right. When it came to finding my granddaughter, there were no limits to what I would endure.


Chapter 33



The service entrance to the Bellagio smelled of cigarette smoke, like all the casinos did. I flashed my FBI credentials at the security guard, who gave my battered appearance a skeptical once-over before reluctantly stepping aside. My ribs protested with each step down the utilitarian corridor, the harsh fluorescent lighting exposing chipped paint and scuff marks never meant for guests’ eyes. Beyond the service door, I could hear the muted symphony of slot machines and excited chatter, the sound of money changing hands in a thousand different ways.

I checked my watch—3:17 p.m. Carlos's break would start in three minutes, according to the schedule his supervisor had reluctantly shared after I'd dropped enough hints about potential immigration investigations. The memory of Carlos testifying in a human trafficking case seven years ago remained vivid—how his hands had trembled as he'd identified the men who'd tried to traffic his sister, how he'd avoided eye contact with everyone except me. Back then, I'd promised him protection. Today, I was about to leverage that same case to extract information.

The employee break room door swung open, and Carlos emerged, still adjusting his black vest with the casino logo embroidered on the pocket. He looked older than I remembered—thin lines etched around his eyes, his previously jet-black hair now threaded with silver at the temples. He froze when he saw me, recognition and alarm crossing his features in quick succession.

"Agent Thomas," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. His eyes darted down the hallway in both directions. "You shouldn't be here."

"I need information, Carlos," I said, stepping closer. "About Anthony Piatkowski."

The color drained from his face. His fingers moved to his employee badge, fidgeting with the plastic card that hung from a lanyard around his neck. "I don't know that name," he lied, his eyes fixed on a point over my shoulder.

"Ten minutes," I said. "Somewhere private."

He hesitated, then nodded toward a service exit. "Smoking area. No cameras."

I followed him through a metal door that opened into a small concrete enclosure—a designated employee smoking area ringed by high walls that blocked the view of the glamorous Strip beyond. An industrial-sized ashtray overflowed with cigarette butts, and the Nevada heat hit me like a physical force after the air-conditioned interior. Carlos immediately lit a cigarette with shaking hands, inhaling deeply as if the nicotine might somehow protect him from what was coming.

"I promoted to VIP host last year," he said, the words tumbling out nervously. "Better tips, better hours. I can't lose this job, Agent Thomas. My mother's medical bills⁠—"

"I'm not here to threaten your job," I interrupted, though we both knew that was exactly what I was doing, indirectly. "I need information about Anthony Piatkowski. He's been in your casino."

Carlos took another deep drag, his eyes darting to the door as if calculating his escape route. "Lots of people come through the VIP rooms."

"Man in his thirties. Snake tattoo on his throat. Scar on his face." I touched my temple and traced a line down my cheek, mirroring Anthony's distinctive mark. "He would have been throwing around serious money."

I showed him a photo from the FBI files.

Recognition flickered in Carlos's eyes before he could suppress it. "Why do you want to know?"

"He took my granddaughter." The words emerged rawer than I'd intended, exposing nerve endings in my carefully professional demeanor.

Something shifted in Carlos's expression—not quite sympathy, but a reassessment of the situation. He flicked ash from his cigarette, checking the door again before speaking.

"He's been here," he admitted finally. "Private gaming room. Twenty, thirty thousand a hand, like it's nothing." Carlos lowered his voice further. "He's been bragging. Says he has insurance against the FBI, that he's untouchable now."

My heart quickened. "Insurance?"

Carlos shrugged, but the movement was too deliberate, too casual to be genuine. "That's all he said. But he tips big when he wins, talks about how he's finally got what he deserves."

I stepped closer, ignoring the flare of pain from my ribs. "Where is he staying?"

"He moves around." Carlos's fingers resumed their nervous dance with his badge. "Has connections with properties all over Vegas. High-end places with private entrances and security. Places that know how to be discreet for the right price."

"Names, Carlos."

He rattled off three properties—all connected to figures we'd seen on the whiteboard in the FBI office. Anthony was staying within his network, using the protection of established criminal enterprises in Vegas. Smart, but also predictable.

"There's something else," I prompted, reading the reluctance in his posture.

Carlos shifted his weight from one foot to the other, sweat beading on his forehead despite the shade of the enclosure. "He hired someone. A private nurse, through one of those exclusive services that cater to the high rollers."

My breath caught. "A nurse? When?"

"Three to four weeks ago. Right after he started showing up here regularly." Carlos took a final drag of his cigarette before grinding it out. "Said it was for a family matter. Needed someone trustworthy and discreet. Paid triple the normal rate."

"The service name," I pressed. "I need the name of the nursing service."

Carlos shook his head. "I can't. These people—they have connections everywhere. If they found out I talked to you…." He let the sentence hang, the implication clear.

I weighed my options. Carlos was scared, and with good reason. Men like Anthony Piatkowski didn't forgive betrayal. But my granddaughter's life outweighed his comfort, his safety, even his livelihood. I reached for the leverage I'd hoped to avoid using.

"Your sister," I said quietly. "Where is she now?"

His eyes snapped to mine, widening with both recognition and betrayal. "What?"

"Maria. She's finishing her degree, isn't she? Living a normal life because we got her away from those traffickers." I kept my voice gentle but firm. "She'd be in federal prison right now if I hadn't intervened, testified that she was a victim, not an accomplice."

Shame and fear battled across Carlos's features. "That's not fair."

"None of this is fair." The pain in my ribs seemed to intensify as my frustration grew. "A four-week-old baby is with a dangerous man right now. Every minute counts."

Carlos closed his eyes briefly, defeat evident in the slump of his shoulders. When he opened them again, resolve had replaced his indecision. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cocktail napkin with the Bellagio logo, then borrowed a pen from his vest.

"Elite Care Nursing," he scribbled, hand trembling. "They operate out of a medical plaza on Sahara Avenue. Ask for Diane. She handles the VIP clients."

He passed me the napkin, our fingers brushing briefly. "If he finds out I told you…."

"He won't," I assured him, though we both knew such promises were fragile things in a city built on information and influence.

Carlos nodded once, then turned toward the door. "I never saw you," he said, more to himself than to me. "We never had this conversation."

I watched him disappear back into the service corridor, the napkin clutched in my hand like the lifeline it potentially was. Elite Care Nursing. A private nurse was hired three or four weeks ago. The timing aligned perfectly with Ellie's abduction, and the service itself would have been ideal for Anthony's needs—discretion, medical expertise for a newborn, no questions asked for clients willing to pay premium rates.

I carefully folded the napkin and tucked it into my pocket, already moving toward the exit. The sun beat down mercilessly as I emerged from the employee area, squinting against the glare reflecting off a thousand glass windows. The pain in my body seemed distant now, overshadowed by the surge of adrenaline that came with a solid lead. We were getting closer. I could feel it—the invisible thread connecting me to Ellie growing tighter, more defined with each piece of information we gathered.

Anthony Piatkowski had my granddaughter. But his circle was shrinking, his options narrowing. And I was coming for him.
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I stepped into the blinding Nevada sunlight, the folded cocktail napkin with Elite Care Nursing's information burning a hole in my pocket. The contrast between the dim service corridor and the harsh afternoon glare sent a spike of pain through my head, a lingering reminder of the concussion I should have been resting rather than chasing leads across Las Vegas. I squinted at the napkin again, memorizing the address Carlos had scrawled in his nervous handwriting. Sahara Avenue wasn't far, maybe fifteen minutes in regular traffic. As I oriented myself, mentally plotting the quickest route, my phone vibrated against my hip. Matt's name lit up the screen.

"Tell me you have something," I answered, bypassing hello.

"Elaine's talking." Matt's voice came through with an urgency that made me press the phone tighter against my ear. "The formal processing loosened her up. She just told me Anthony mentioned a private airfield. He's planning to leave the country soon."

My fingers tightened around the phone. "When?"

"She doesn't know exactly, but he told her he'd be gone by Halloween. Something about having his 'package' ready for transport by then."

Package. My granddaughter was reduced to cargo in Anthony's escape plan. A wave of nausea that had nothing to do with my concussion rolled through me.

"Did she say which airfield?" I asked, already moving toward the Strip, scanning for a taxi.

"No, but she mentioned he has connections with someone who owns a charter company. Flies wealthy clients to Mexico and South America." Matt's voice dropped lower. "Eva Rae, if he gets Ellie on a private plane⁠—"

"He won't," I cut in, the alternative too unbearable to acknowledge. "Halloween's in two days. We have time."

But not much. Private airfields around Las Vegas numbered in the dozens. Charter companies with international clearance narrowed it somewhat, but still left too many possibilities to check individually. We needed to find Anthony directly and quickly.

"I've got a lead," I told Matt, briefly explaining what Carlos had revealed about Elite Care Nursing. "If Anthony hired a private nurse for Ellie, this service will have records: addresses, payment information, maybe even scheduled visits."

"Good work," Matt said, and I could hear papers shuffling in the background. "I'll finish processing Elaine and meet you there. Text me the address."

I ended the call and looked up at the massive casino complex surrounding me. The afternoon crowd thickened along the sidewalks, tourists with oversized drinks and shopping bags meandering between attractions. Above them, security cameras mounted on light poles tracked movement across the property—unblinking electronic eyes that would capture my image if I wasn't careful. With Anthony's connections to casino security personnel, I couldn't risk being spotted.

I angled my face away from the nearest camera, tugging my hair forward to partially obscure my features as I scanned the street for transportation. My FBI instincts, dulled by pain medication and fatigue, snapped back into focus with the new urgency of Anthony's escape plan.

A security guard near the valet stand turned in my direction, his gaze lingering a beat too long on my injured form. I couldn't tell if it was professional interest or simple curiosity about my visible injuries, but I turned away, picking up my pace despite the protest from my ribs.

I pulled out my phone again, sending Matt the address before calling the local FBI field office. Agent Kent answered on the second ring.

"I need information on private airfields around Las Vegas," I said without preamble. "Specifically, any connected to charter services that fly to Mexico or South America."

"That's still a lot of ground to cover," Kent replied, professional enough not to question my request. "I can have a list compiled within the hour."

"Faster," I pressed. "We have intelligence suggesting Piatkowski is planning to leave the country with the baby within the next forty-eight hours."

Kent's tone shifted immediately. "I'll pull agents from other cases. We can start checking the larger facilities immediately."

"Focus on those with minimal security protocols," I suggested. "He'll want somewhere that doesn't look too closely at documentation or ask questions about an infant."

"Understood. Where can I reach you?"

I gave her the address for Elite Care Nursing, adding, "Detective Miller will be joining me there. Have your people coordinate with him if I'm unavailable."

As I ended the call, a taxi pulled to the curb several yards ahead, discharging a group of tourists. I quickened my pace to catch it before someone else did, the sudden movement sending a jolt of pain through my fractured ribs that nearly doubled me over. The cast on my arm knocked against my side, compounding the agony into a white-hot flare that momentarily blinded me.

I stumbled, catching myself on a decorative planter, breathing through clenched teeth until the worst of the pain subsided. The doctor's warnings echoed in my mind—risks of internal bleeding, collapsed lung, complications that could sideline me completely. I forced them away. Physical limitations were a luxury I couldn't afford, not with Ellie so close and Anthony's escape imminent.

Straightening with deliberate care, I managed to reach the taxi just as another couple approached it from the opposite direction. I flashed my FBI badge, the gold catching the sunlight. "Federal agent. I need this cab."

The driver, a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair, nodded as I slid into the back seat, reciting the address from the cocktail napkin. "Elite Care Nursing on Sahara. As fast as you can get there."

"Yes, ma'am," he replied, pulling into traffic with a practiced ease that suggested years of navigating Vegas streets.

I leaned back against the seat, trying to find a position that minimized the throbbing in my ribs while keeping pressure off my injured arm. Through the window, the familiar landmarks of the Strip slid past, their daytime appearance subdued compared to the neon spectacle they'd become after dark.

My mind raced ahead, plotting our next steps. Elite Care Nursing would have records of where Anthony was keeping Ellie, assuming he hadn't moved her since hiring the nurse. If the service was as exclusive as Carlos suggested, they might resist sharing client information—but I was long past worrying about search warrants and proper channels. This wasn't just an FBI agent pursuing a kidnapper; this was a grandmother searching for her grandchild.

My phone buzzed with a text from Matt: "10 min away from finishing here. Elaine mentioned Anthony has a safe room somewhere. Could be where he's keeping Ellie."

A safe room. Of course. Someone with Anthony's paranoia and resources wouldn't keep a kidnapped infant in an ordinary setting. He'd want somewhere secure, monitored, isolated from prying eyes or unexpected visitors. The realization both narrowed our search parameters and complicated the eventual recovery. Breaching a safe room would require careful planning, especially with a baby inside.

The taxi turned onto Sahara Avenue, merging into the faster-flowing traffic away from the Strip. The medical plaza would be coming up on the right in less than five minutes. I checked my weapon, a reflexive gesture born of years in the field, and adjusted my position to minimize the visibility of my injuries. Whoever I encountered at Elite Care Nursing needed to see me as a threat to be reckoned with, not a damaged agent to be dismissed.

"Almost there, lady," the driver announced, slowing as we approached a sprawling complex of medical offices.

I paid with cash, adding a generous tip.

As I stepped from the car, I straightened my spine despite the pain, fixing my gaze on the building directory visible through the glass doors. Elite Care Nursing, Suite 412. Four floors up stood the next piece of the puzzle that would lead me to Ellie.

Every instinct told me we were running out of time.


Chapter 35



THEN:

Clarissa gripped the steering wheel with white-knuckled intensity as she navigated toward her parents’ new house north of Orlando. After she and her siblings moved out, they decided to downsize. She had been back for two weeks now, but questions formed and reformed in her mind, practiced confrontations that tumbled over each other like stones in a river: "Why did you lie to me? How could you keep me from my real family?"

Yet she still hadn’t found the courage to confront them.

Until now.

Annie's soft breathing from the back seat was the only sound breaking the tense silence as Clarissa turned onto Elmwood Drive, immediately confronted by the surreal sight of three police cruisers, their lights flashing silently in the late morning sun.

She slowed, her foot easing off the accelerator as confusion replaced the righteous anger she'd been nurturing. The police vehicles were parked haphazardly in front of a modest ranch-style house with freshly painted shutters and a stone birdbath in the carefully maintained front yard. Number 327—LaToya and Pete's address. Her mouth went dry.

In the rearview mirror, Annie's eyes caught hers, blue and trusting, unaware of the chaos unfolding around her young life. Clarissa drew strength from that innocent gaze, from the perfect curve of her daughter's cheek, and the tiny fingers that batted at the dangling toy attached to her car seat.

"Whatever happens," she whispered, "we have each other."

She pulled into the driveway slowly, as if approaching a wounded animal. The gravel crunched beneath her tires, the sound seemingly amplified in the strange tableau before her. Neighbors had gathered on adjacent lawns, their morning routines interrupted by the spectacle. Uniformed officers moved with purpose between the house and the police cars, their faces set in the professional masks of people doing difficult jobs.

Clarissa's hands trembled as she shifted into park. Her heart hammered against her ribs with such force she imagined it might leave bruises from within. Through the windshield, she watched the front door open, revealing Detective Michaels in his pressed uniform, a clipboard tucked under one arm. Behind him emerged LaToya, her wrists bound before her with metal handcuffs that caught the sunlight with an obscene gleam.

The sight of her mother—no, not her mother, the woman who had raised her—in such a state sent a shock wave through Clarissa's system. LaToya's appearance was a stark contrast to her usual meticulousness. Her hair hung in limp strands around a face devoid of makeup, her eyes red-rimmed and swollen, her typically immaculate clothing replaced by a rumpled blouse half-tucked into wrinkled slacks. She stumbled slightly on the front step, steadied by the female officer guiding her with a firm hand on her elbow.

LaToya's gaze swept the scene before her with frantic energy until it locked onto Clarissa's car in the driveway. Recognition dawned, followed by a complex emotion that Clarissa couldn't fully decipher from this distance. LaToya's lips moved, forming words that carried no sound through the closed car windows: "I'm sorry."

The apology, whether genuine or another manipulation, settled like a stone in Clarissa's stomach. She watched, frozen, as LaToya was guided to the nearest patrol car and helped into the back seat, her movements awkward with hands bound before her.

The front door opened again, revealing Pete flanked by two officers. Unlike LaToya's frantic energy, Pete seemed deflated, as if something essential had been removed from within him. His shoulders slumped forward in a posture of complete defeat, his gaze fixed on the ground before his feet. He didn't look up, didn't search for Clarissa in the driveway, didn't offer any last gesture of acknowledgment. Instead, he allowed himself to be led to a separate police car, his usual confident stride reduced to shuffling steps.

The sight of the man who had taught her to ride a bike, who had checked for monsters under her bed, being placed into a police car like a common criminal should have satisfied the anger smoldering in Clarissa's chest. Instead, it hollowed her out, leaving an emptiness that ached more than rage ever could.

Movement at her driver's side window startled her. Detective Michaels stood there, his expression professionally neutral as he bent down to her eye level. She lowered the window mechanically, her muscles responding to the social cue while her mind struggled to process the scene before her.

"Ms. Jones," he said, his voice low and measured. "I was going to call you after we finished here."

"What's happening?" Her voice sounded distant, as if it belonged to someone else.

Michaels glanced back at the police cars, then returned his attention to her. "After investigating the fire and reviewing the DNA evidence you provided, we've arrested them for kidnapping, arson, and multiple counts of fraud." His tone remained professional but carried an undercurrent of compassion. "The investigation into the original fire has been reopened. There were… inconsistencies in the official report that make more sense now."

Clarissa swallowed hard, her mouth desert-dry. "Arson?" The word felt foreign on her tongue. "Are you saying the fire was deliberately set?"

"Yes.”

Annie made a slight sound from the back seat, drawing both their gazes momentarily.

"I'll need you to come to the station later to give a formal statement," Michaels continued, his voice softer now. "There's no rush—take some time to process this. We'll need to establish a timeline of events and verify certain details only you can provide."

Clarissa nodded, unable to form words around the lump in her throat.

"I'll call you later today to arrange a time for your statement." He straightened, preparing to return to his duties. "Ms. Jones—Clarissa—I'm sorry you're caught in the middle of this. But the truth matters. For your sake, and for your daughter's."

As Michaels walked away, Clarissa remained motionless, watching through the windshield as the police cars pulled away one by one, red and blue lights still flashing silently against the neighborhood's quiet facades. LaToya's face appeared briefly at a rear window, a pale oval marked by dark smudges where her mascara had run, before the car turned a corner and disappeared from view.

The first fat raindrop struck Clarissa's windshield, followed quickly by another. Within seconds, a gentle shower enveloped the car, creating a private world of white noise and blurred visibility. The sudden percussion of rain against metal and glass broke whatever force had held her immobile. She unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed into the back seat, awkward in the confined space but desperate to be closer to Annie.

The baby blinked up at her, untroubled by the drama unfolding around her young life. Clarissa released Annie from her car seat restraints and gathered her against her chest, inhaling the sweet scent of baby shampoo and formula that had become her definition of home.

Tears came then, flowing freely down her cheeks in time with the raindrops streaking the windows. The realization settled over her with crushing weight: she was truly alone now. Rejected by the Wilkins, abandoned by Jessica, who had returned to campus with promises to "work on" her father, and now the only parents she'd ever known were headed to jail for crimes committed to keep her as their own.

"It's just us now," she whispered against Annie's downy head. "Just you and me."

The rain continued its steady rhythm, cocooning them in white noise as Clarissa rocked gently back and forth, crying for the girl she had been, for the family she should have had, and for the uncertain future stretching before her and Annie—a future built on the ruins of two families destroyed.
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Later that week, Annie was with a babysitter for the afternoon. Clarissa forced her fingers to release the steering wheel and stepped out of the car. The Florida heat pressed against her skin as she approached the entrance, her sandals scuffing against the sun-baked concrete. A guard in a beige uniform watched her approach from behind mirrored sunglasses, his expression hidden but his posture radiating boredom mingled with authority.

"Visiting?" he asked as she reached the first checkpoint.

"Yes. LaToya Jones." The name felt strange on her tongue, detached from the word "mom" that had always preceded it.

He nodded toward a metal detector. "ID. Empty your pockets. No phones, no cameras, no recording devices." His words had the rhythm of endless repetition, a script recited hundreds of times each day.

Clarissa surrendered her driver's license and emptied her pockets into a small plastic bin—keys, a tissue, lip balm. The mundane items seemed incongruous against the institutional backdrop, fragments of everyday life temporarily displaced. She stepped through the metal detector, its frame an uncomfortable portal between the world she knew and the one she was about to enter.

A female guard appeared at her elbow. "This way," she said, leading Clarissa through a series of heavy doors that closed behind them with definitive metallic clangs. Each door marked a threshold further from freedom, the air growing progressively staler, the fluorescent lighting harsher.

The visitation area held a dozen stations separated by scratched plexiglass partitions. Half were occupied—a tattooed man speaking intensely to an elderly woman whose eyes never left his face; a young mother holding up a toddler so an inmate could see; a lawyer in a rumpled suit spreading papers across a narrow counter. Each tableau represented its own tragedy, its own complicated human story. Clarissa now had her place among them.

The guard directed her to an empty station near the end of the row. "Fifteen minutes."

Clarissa nodded, lowering herself onto the metal stool bolted to the floor. Its cold surface seeped through her thin summer dress, but the chill was nothing compared to the ice forming in her chest as she waited. On the counter before her sat a black phone receiver, its cord coiled like a sleeping snake. The plexiglass between her and the empty chair on the other side bore the marks of countless fingertips—smudges left by those desperate for connection through the barrier.

She forced herself to breathe evenly, counting each inhale and exhale as she'd done during Annie's birth. One, two, three, four. The seconds stretched, marked by the rhythmic ticking of an institutional clock mounted high on the wall.

A door opened on the other side of the partition, and LaToya appeared, escorted by a guard who directed her to the chair across from Clarissa. The orange jumpsuit hung from her frame as if designed for someone larger, accentuating how small she suddenly appeared. Her hair, always meticulously styled and colored to hide the gray, now hung limp around her face, the silver roots forming a stark line of demarcation—a physical timeline of her deception's collapse.

When LaToya saw Clarissa, her composure crumbled. Her shoulders sagged further, and tears immediately welled in her eyes, spilling over onto cheeks that had lost their usual careful application of blush. Her hands trembled as she reached for the phone receiver on her side, the plastic shaking audibly as she brought it to her ear.

Clarissa kept her face deliberately neutral as she lifted her own receiver. The anger she'd nursed during the drive to the detention center hardened in her chest, solidifying into something cold and sharp that made it difficult to breathe. She said nothing, waiting for LaToya to break the silence that stretched between them like the physical barrier of plexiglass.

"Rissa," LaToya finally whispered, her Southern accent more pronounced than Clarissa had heard it in years. The childhood nickname sent a jolt through Clarissa's body—a visceral reminder of bedtime stories, skinned knees, and birthday cakes with too many candles. "Thank you for comin'."

The lights flickered overhead. In that unforgiving light, LaToya looked older and fragile in a way that conflicted with the magnitude of what she'd done.

"I didn't come for you," Clarissa said, her voice steady despite the storm in her chest. "I came for answers."

LaToya nodded, wiping at her cheeks with her free hand. "I understand." She drew a shuddering breath. "I don't know where to start."

"The beginning," Clarissa replied coldly. "Why?"

The single word hung between them, laden with years of lies.

LaToya's fingers worried at a loose thread on her jumpsuit, her eyes fixed on some middle distance as if viewing the past playing out before her. "I lost our baby," she said, her voice breaking. "Eight months along. I started bleeding at home, and soon after, I lost the child." She looked up, meeting Clarissa's gaze with naked desperation. "Pete wanted children more than anythin' in this world. It was all he talked about—little league games, dance recitals, and teaching a son to fish."

Her Southern accent thickened with emotion. "I was so afraid of losin' him. He was devastated after each miscarriage, each failed treatment. But this time was different. We'd seen the heartbeat. We'd started pickin' names." She swallowed hard. "And then one day, while he was away for business, it was gone, and I couldn't tell him. I just couldn't."

Clarissa's fingers tightened around the phone receiver, the plastic warm against her palm. The anger in her chest expanded, making room for something else—a confusion she hadn't expected, an unwelcome empathy she fought to suppress.

"So, you decided to steal someone else's baby?" she asked, her voice flat.

LaToya flinched at the directness of the question. "I wasn't thinkin' straight. Grief does things to a person, makes them capable of—" She stopped herself, seeming to realize the inadequacy of the explanation. "I saw her at the shoppin' center. Louise Wilkins. With her girl in a stroller. Beautiful thing with the sweetest blue eyes."

Her gaze fixed on Clarissa's face, tracing features she'd watched develop from infancy to adulthood. “And I thought—" She choked on a sob. "I thought, how come they get to have a beautiful child and I have none? It wasn’t fair. They had everything. Everything."

The justification landed like a slap. Clarissa recoiled, disgust rising in her throat. "You thought it was okay because they had money?"

LaToya shook her head frantically. "No, no—that's not—I wasn't thinkin' clearly. It was a terrible, selfish thought. I know that now."

But Clarissa could see the truth in LaToya's eyes. For a moment, years ago, that twisted logic had made sense to a desperate woman. And that realization—that her entire existence with the Jones family had been predicated on such a monstrous rationalization—felt like the floor dropping away beneath her feet.

"I followed her home that day," LaToya continued, her voice dropping to a near-whisper as if the volume might somehow diminish the horror of her actions. "I just wanted to see where they lived, the kind of life they had." Her fingers traced an invisible pattern on the counter before her. "But once I knew where the Wilkins’ house was, I couldn't stop thinkin' about it. About you." Clarissa felt her stomach turn as she watched LaToya's face transform with the memory, the flicker of that long-ago obsession still visible beneath her remorse.

"Tell me what happened the night of the fire." Clarissa kept her voice level, though her pulse raced so violently she could feel it in her fingertips gripping the phone.

LaToya's gaze shifted to the institutional ceiling, as if the details of that night were written in the flickering lights. "Since Pete was away on business that week, no one would ask questions. I told him I was havin' some crampin', that I might call my sister to come stay with me. But there was no sister, no crampin'." She paused, gathering herself. "I drove to the Wilkins’ house after midnight. I parked a few blocks away and walked. It was a warm night, windows open in most houses."

Clarissa pictured it—LaToya slipping through the darkness toward a house filled with a sleeping family, intent on destroying their world. The image made her involuntarily clench her hands around the phone receiver.

"The back door was locked, but a window in the laundry room wasn't latched all the way." LaToya's voice had taken on a strange, detached quality, as if she were reciting events that had happened to someone else. "I brought lighter fluid. Just enough to start a small fire in the kitchen trash can. Just a diversion, I told myself. Enough smoke to keep them busy while I—" She broke off, tears streaming now, unchecked.

"While you stole their baby," Clarissa finished for her, the words sharp as broken glass.

LaToya nodded, her shoulders curved inward with the weight of her confession. "You were in the nursery. Asleep in your crib." A visible shudder ran through her. "I picked you up—you didn't even wake, just snuggled against me like you belonged there—and then I… simply left."

The image was sickening—LaToya cradling her infant self against her chest, walking away, while flames began consuming the house behind them. Clarissa's stomach clenched with nausea.

"You could have killed everyone in that house," she said, her voice tight with horror. "You risked their lives for⁠—"

"I know," LaToya whispered, the words barely audible. "I didn't think the fire would spread so fast. I just meant it to be a distraction, just enough to—" She broke off, seeming to realize the futility of explaining away attempted murder.

"Pete came home two days later to find me with a baby. Our baby, I told him. Said I gave birth on the bathroom floor. It went fast, too fast to go to the hospital. Told him we had already seen the doctor and everything was fine." LaToya wiped tears with the back of her hand, the loose orange sleeve of her jumpsuit falling back to reveal the thin blue veins of her wrist. "He was so happy, Rissa. So proud. He never questioned it—why would he? He thought I was eight months pregnant. I called him, told him you came early but were healthy."

Clarissa's knuckles whitened around the receiver as the magnitude of the deception expanded before her. It was one thing to know the bare facts, another entirely to hear the mechanical details of how her identity had been constructed from lies.

"The birth certificate?" she asked.

"I worked at a doctor's office. Had access to forms, knew how to fill them out." LaToya's gaze dropped to her hands. "The state seal was harder. I paid someone who worked in the county records office. Told him we'd lost the original in a move." She sighed, the sound heavy with decades of accumulated guilt. "After a while, the lies became normal. I sometimes almost forget that you weren't born to us. You were ours in every way that mattered."

"Except I wasn't," Clarissa said flatly. "I belonged to the Wilkins. I had a sister, later two sisters and a brother, a family, a real identity you stole from me."

LaToya flinched as if struck. "I know that now. I've always known it, somewhere deep down." Her fingers worried at the worn edge of the counter. "Your dad suspected it, too. I told him the truth when you were about ten years old. He could see you didn‘t look like any of our other children who came later. We decided to keep it a secret. Our secret. ‘Cause we loved you, Rissa. We did. When you came home from school that day, talkin' about a girl who looked just like you—it was my worst nightmare realized. I thought maybe it was just a coincidence, but then you showed me that picture on your phone." She shook her head, remembering. "Jessica's face next to yours. Identical. Perfect mirrors of each other. I knew then it was over."

"So, you made us leave town overnight. Pulled me away from my friends, my school, my whole life." The memories of that abrupt departure still stung—Clarissa's bewildered hurt as she was forced to pack only essential belongings, the confused texts from friends she wasn't allowed to answer. "You didn't even let me say goodbye to anyone."

"I was terrified," LaToya admitted, her Southern accent thickening with emotion. "All I could think was that they'd take you away, that they'd put me in prison, and I'd never see you again." Her eyes met Clarissa's, pleading for understanding. "I couldn't lose you. You were my whole heart. And then later, I was so lucky to get Susan and Eric, too. We became a family. One I loved dearly."

The naked maternal love in LaToya's expression sent a conflicted pang through Clarissa's chest. This woman had committed an unforgivable crime, yet had also kissed scraped knees and stayed up nights with childhood fevers, had cheered at soccer games and beamed with pride at graduations. The complexity of it made Clarissa's head throb. She thought about her other siblings, who weren’t her real siblings, but she still cared for them. What would happen? Would they still love one another, knowing they weren’t from the same family? Susan had gotten herself in trouble and was serving a prison sentence for drugs. Eric had gotten some girl pregnant, Michelle Stone was her name, and they were expecting a child at only sixteen. It sure was a wonderful family.

Clarissa sat in silence for a moment, absorbing the full scope of LaToya's confession. Every milestone of her life—every birthday celebration, every school achievement, every childhood memory—had been built on this foundation of lies. The woman across from her had orchestrated an elaborate fiction that had denied Clarissa her true identity for all of her life.

Yet despite the burning anger in her chest, Clarissa found herself unexpectedly understanding the desperate love that had driven LaToya's actions. Not forgiving—never forgiving—but recognizing the twisted devotion behind the crime. The realization disturbed her more than the confession itself. If she could empathize even slightly with the woman who had stolen her from her crib, what did that say about her?

"I gave you everything I had," LaToya said softly, her eyes never leaving Clarissa's face. "Every ounce of love, every moment of attention. That part wasn't a lie."

Clarissa felt something shift inside her chest—the anger transforming, hardening into something colder and more resolved. This woman had loved her, yes. But it was a poisoned love, rooted in selfishness and built on theft. And Clarissa realized, with sudden clarity, that she wanted nothing more to do with any of it—not with LaToya's tainted love, not with the Wilkins' complicated grief, not with the identity of either Clarissa Jones or Elaine Wilkins.

She wanted a clean break. A fresh start. For herself, and for Annie.
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A harsh buzzer sounded, its mechanical wail cutting through the tension between them. "Five minutes remaining," announced an impersonal voice over the intercom. LaToya straightened on her stool, panic flashing across her features at the realization that their time was ending, that these might be the last moments she would ever share with the daughter she had raised and loved, however wrongfully that love had begun.

"I know what I did was unforgivable," LaToya said, her Southern accent thickening with emotion. "But I loved you from the moment I held you. That part was never a lie." Tears streamed down her hollowed cheeks, carving glistening paths through the makeup-less terrain that Clarissa barely recognized. "Please, Rissa. Please find some way to forgive me someday."

The plea hung in the stale air between them. Clarissa stared at her hand, the very hand that had combed her hair for school pictures, had guided her own as she learned to write her name, had stolen her from her crib while setting fire to her true family's home.

The same hand.

The same woman.

"No." Clarissa's voice emerged stronger than she'd expected, clear and cold in the confines of the visiting booth. "What you did wasn't just stealing a baby. You stole my entire identity. You robbed me of my siblings, my family, and my true name." She leaned forward, meeting LaToya's desperate gaze with unflinching directness. "You watched me struggle my entire life with a sense that something wasn't right, that I didn't quite fit, and you said nothing. Nothing."

LaToya's fingers curled as if trying to grasp something slipping away. "I was afraid⁠—"

"You were selfish," Clarissa cut her off, the words precise as a surgeon's scalpel. "You didn't love me enough to give me the truth. You loved the idea of me, the daughter you created in your mind." She sat back slightly, a physical withdrawal to match the emotional one hardening within her. "I can never forgive you. Not for what you stole from me, and not for what you're still trying to steal—my right to my anger."

She hung up the phone with deliberate finality, the plastic receiver making a dull thud as she placed it in its cradle. On the other side of the glass, LaToya's mouth continued moving, forming words that Clarissa could no longer hear—pleas or explanations or more justifications, all rendered silent by the barrier between them and Clarissa's refusal to listen.

Without another glance at the woman who had raised her, Clarissa stood and turned her back on LaToya Jones. She walked away from the visitation booth with measured steps, neither hurrying nor hesitating. The guard's eyes tracked her progress with professional disinterest as she moved toward the exit, her spine straight, her chin lifted, her heart encased in ice that numbed the turmoil beneath.

The process of leaving the detention center mirrored her entry in reverse—heavy doors clanging shut behind her, security checkpoints navigated with mechanical compliance, personal belongings reclaimed from their temporary plastic exile. Each step carried her further from one part of her past and closer to severing the remaining ties that bound her to a life built on lies.

The summer heat struck her like a physical force as she emerged into the parking lot. She slid into her car and sat for a moment, hands resting lightly on the steering wheel as she breathed in the scent of sun-warmed upholstery. A strange calm had settled over her, the tranquility that comes with absolute certainty after weeks of torturous indecision.

She would leave it all behind—the Jones family's deception, the Wilkins' complicated grief, Jessica's well-intentioned efforts to forge a relationship. None of it belonged to her anymore, if it ever truly had.


Chapter 36



The Elite Care Nursing reception area looked exactly how I'd expected—tastefully understated luxury that whispered of discretion and exorbitant fees. The air carried a faint scent of vanilla and something medicinal beneath it, an appropriate blend for a service that catered to wealthy clients with health concerns they preferred to handle privately. I straightened my shoulders, arranged my features into a mask of efficient authority, and approached the receptionist—a polished woman in her thirties whose carefully neutral expression suggested she'd seen everything from celebrity drug overdoses to billionaires' secret surgeries without batting an eye.

I'd formulated my approach during the elevator ride up to the fourth floor. Anthony Piatkowski would have assistants—men like him always did, people who handled the mundane details of their lives while they focused on their criminal enterprises. I would become one of those faceless facilitators, someone easily forgotten but implicitly trusted with sensitive information.

"Good afternoon," I said, my voice carrying the clipped efficiency of someone perpetually pressed for time. "I'm Jennifer Ross, Mr. Piatkowski's personal assistant." The lie rolled off my tongue with practiced ease, a skill honed through years of undercover work. "I need to speak with Diane regarding the nursing arrangements he's made."

The receptionist's perfectly sculpted eyebrows lifted slightly. "Do you have an appointment?"

"Mr. Piatkowski doesn't believe in appointments," I replied with just the right amount of apologetic confidence. "But he does believe in very generous compensation for those who accommodate his schedule." I leaned forward slightly, lowering my voice. "As I'm sure you're aware."

Recognition flickered in her eyes. Anthony's reputation for throwing money at problems had clearly preceded him. She tapped her keyboard, her acrylic nails clicking against the keys.

"Diane is with another client at the moment," she said, professionalism warring with the temptation of pleasing a high-value customer. "May I ask what this is regarding?"

"Mr. Piatkowski is making travel arrangements and needs to coordinate the nurse's schedule. He sent me to handle the details personally." I checked my watch. "He's expecting my call in ten minutes."

The mention of a deadline worked its magic. The receptionist's resistance visibly crumbled as she reached for her phone. "One moment."

While she murmured into the receiver, I surveyed the waiting area, noting the absence of other clients—another sign of this service's exclusivity. The artwork on the walls was original, not prints, and the coffee table magazines were current issues of publications that catered to the ultra-wealthy. This was a place built on catering to whims, not questioning them.

"Diane will be with you shortly," the receptionist announced, replacing the phone. "Please, take a seat."

I nodded my thanks and lowered myself carefully onto a leather chair, positioning my body to minimize pressure on my ribs. My gaze drifted to a framed collection of photos on the far wall—the Elite Care staff, I presumed. Each portrait was professionally shot, presenting nurses who looked more like models than medical professionals, though the credentials listed beneath each image were impressive.

Before I could examine them more closely, a door opened, and a woman in her fifties emerged. Her silver-streaked dark hair was swept into an elegant up-do, and her tailored pantsuit suggested someone who understood both power and discretion.

"Ms. Ross? I'm Diane Murphy, Director of Client Services." Her handshake was firm, her assessment of me swift and thorough. "Please, come to my office where we can speak privately."

I followed her down a hushed hallway into a corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Las Vegas skyline. She gestured to a chair across from her desk before taking her own seat.

"Now, how can I help Mr. Piatkowski?" she asked, folding her hands on the polished surface of her desk.

I leaned forward, adopting the confidential tone of someone accustomed to handling sensitive matters. "Mr. Piatkowski has been very pleased with the nurse you've provided for his recent family matter. However, he's making travel arrangements and needs to confirm her availability for an extended period."

Diane's expression remained carefully neutral, though I detected a slight tightening around her eyes. "I see. You're referring to Nurse Zhao's assignment at the Cosmopolitan."

My pulse quickened. Confirmation. "Yes, exactly. Mr. Piatkowski has been impressed with her care for the infant and wants to ensure continuity."

"We don't typically discuss the details of our placements without speaking directly to the client," Diane said, her tone cooling slightly. "Our confidentiality agreements are quite strict."

"Mr. Piatkowski anticipated your concerns. He asked me to remind you of the premium he's paying for discretion and flexibility."

Diane studied me. I met her gaze steadily, projecting the calm confidence of someone who had her employer's complete trust.

"Very well," she relented. "Nurse Zhao is currently scheduled through the end of the week. If Mr. Piatkowski requires her services for travel, we'll need at least 24 hours' notice and, of course, the international supplement to her fee."

"Of course," I agreed smoothly. "Could you provide me with her current schedule? Mr. Piatkowski wants to ensure the transition is seamless for the child."

The mention of the child earned me another sharp look, but Diane turned to her computer. "Nurse Zhao is on duty at the Cosmopolitan penthouse suite until eight p.m. this evening. She typically takes a break around four p.m. while the child naps."

I committed this to memory and calculated the timing. It was just past three p.m. now. "And her full name? For Mr. Piatkowski's records."

"Vivian Zhao. She's one of our most experienced neonatal specialists." Pride crept into Diane's voice. "Mr. Piatkowski specifically requested someone with expertise in premature and at-risk infants. Nurse Zhao has twenty years of experience in NICU settings."

My heart clenched. Anthony had requested a specialist in at-risk infants. Was Ellie sick? The thought sent a wave of fresh anxiety through me.

"I'd like to confirm her appearance as well," I said, managing to keep my voice steady. "Mr. Piatkowski mentioned she might accompany him to a business function and wants to ensure appropriate accommodations."

Diane hesitated, then gestured toward the photo wall behind her. "That's Nurse Zhao, third from the left in the top row."

I turned, scanning the portraits until I found her—petite, early forties, with sleek black hair cut in a precise bob. Her expression was professional but warm, her dark eyes intelligent and observant. I memorized her features, already planning how to approach her.

"Perfect," I said, rising with careful deliberation. "Mr. Piatkowski will be pleased. Thank you for your assistance."

Minutes later, I pushed through the glass doors of the medical plaza into the afternoon heat, my mind racing. Matt was waiting in our rental car, exactly where I'd asked him to be. I slid into the passenger seat, relief flooding through me as I finally allowed my body to acknowledge the pain it had been suppressing.

"The Cosmopolitan," I said without preamble. "Penthouse level. Nurse Vivian Zhao takes a break at four p.m." I checked my watch. "We have forty minutes to get in position."

Matt put the car in drive, already plotting the fastest route. "You found her."

"I found her," I confirmed, my voice breaking slightly on the words. "Ellie's alive, Matt. And we're going to get her back today."

As we merged into traffic, the reality of how close we were settled over me like a physical weight. After weeks of searching, my granddaughter was less than a mile away, cared for by a nurse who might be our best chance of bringing her home safely.


Chapter 37



THEN:

The Brevard County Jail loomed before Elaine Wilkins like a concrete mausoleum, rain sliding down its gray facade in grimy rivulets. She pulled her thin jacket tighter, the nurse ID badge saying Elaine Wilkins now, not Clarissa Jones; she hadn’t been her for ten years. The badge clipped to its pocket caught briefly on her finger as a gust of wind sent droplets spattering against her face. Behind her, the bus that had dropped her off churned away through puddles, leaving her alone on the cracked sidewalk, staring up at the place that held her sister.

Elaine's shoulders slumped under the weight of exhaustion that had settled into her bones like damp cold. Her third double shift this week had ended barely two hours ago, leaving dark half-moons beneath her eyes and a hollowness in her cheeks that hadn't been there six months earlier. She rubbed at the permanent crease between her eyebrows and forced her feet forward.

The guard at the entrance—Wilson, according to his name tag—glanced up from his crossword puzzle and gave a flicker of recognition.

"Back again, huh?" he said, his tone neither friendly nor hostile, just flat with the boredom of routine. "ID and belongings in the tray."

"Once a month," Elaine replied, her voice carrying the rasp of too little sleep and too much coffee.

She unzipped her purse, emptying its contents into the gray plastic bin with practiced movements. Keys with a faded hospital logo keychain. Wallet with fraying edges. Cellphone with a cracked screen. A half-eaten granola bar wrapped in its foil. As she dug deeper, papers shifted, revealing an envelope with red block letters stamped across the front: FINAL NOTICE – EVICTION PROCEEDINGS. Beside it lay her latest pay stub from Tampa Mercy General, bold lines of red ink showing the garnishment deductions that left barely enough for groceries, let alone the three months of back rent she owed.

Wilson's eyes flickered to the papers, then away—the studied disinterest of someone used to glimpsing the private struggles of others. He pushed the bin through the scanner and waved her toward the metal detector.

"Still in C block?" he asked, though he already knew the answer.

Elaine nodded, slipping off her shoes and stepping through the metal frame. "Any improvement in the medical situation since last week?"

Wilson snorted, handing back her belongings minus the phone, which he placed in a numbered locker. "Budget cuts hit healthcare first. You know how it is."

She did know.

"Booth six today," Wilson said, jerking his head toward the corridor. "They're rotating some things around."

A different guard—younger, with the overly erect posture of someone new to authority—escorted her down the familiar hallway to the visitation room. The lights buzzed overhead, casting a sickly pallor that made everyone look jaundiced and ill. The room held eight visitation stations with scratched plexiglass dividers between inmates and visitors, half of them occupied by hunched figures leaning close to the barriers as if proximity might somehow dissolve the separation.

Elaine sank onto the metal stool at booth six, its cold surface leaching through her scrub pants. She placed her hands on the narrow counter, fingers drumming an anxious rhythm as she waited. The ventilation system wheezed asthmatically, pushing stale air that smelled of industrial cleaner and too many bodies in too small a space.

The door on the other side swung open, and Elaine's heart clenched at the sight of her sister. Well, not her biological one, but the only one she called sister these days. The one she grew up with. Susan shuffled in, handcuffed wrists held before her like an offering. The orange jumpsuit that had fit properly three months ago now hung from her frame like clothes on a wire hanger, the collar exposing prominent collarbones that cast small shadows on her chest. Her cheeks were hollowed, her once-vibrant brown hair dull and thinning in patches. 

Susan lowered herself onto the stool opposite Elaine and reached for the phone receiver, her hands trembling slightly. Elaine mirrored the movement, pressing the plastic to her ear.

"You look like shit," Susan said by way of greeting, her lips curving in a weak approximation of her once-dazzling smile.

"Look who's talking," Elaine replied, the familiar exchange a ritual that acknowledged their circumstances without dwelling on them. "How's the treatment going?"

Susan's gaze dropped to the counter, one finger tracing a heart someone had scratched into its surface. "What treatment? Doc comes by once a week, hands out pain meds that barely touch it. Says the chemo has to wait until they can 'arrange transport' to the hospital." She looked up, eyes glittering with a mixture of fear and defiance. "We both know what that means."

Elaine swallowed against the tightness in her throat—stage three ovarian cancer. In the outside world, it would have meant immediate surgery, aggressive chemotherapy, and a fighting chance. In here, it meant bureaucratic delays and palliative care that wasn't particularly palliative.

"I brought your case up again at work," Elaine said, though they both knew it was futile. "Mercy General has a prisoner treatment program. If we could get you transferred⁠—"

"Ben's looking into some options," Susan interrupted, a spark of her old animation returning. "Before the raid, he made some connections that might still be useful."

Elaine pressed her lips together to stop herself from saying what she thought about Ben Holt—the husband whose at-home meth operation had landed Susan back in prison after three years of staying clean—the husband who'd promised Susan a fresh start and delivered only fresh charges.

"He still thinks he's getting out on that technicality?" Elaine couldn't keep the skepticism from her voice.

"It's more complicated than that," Susan said, defensive loyalty flashing across her gaunt features. "The raid wasn't even supposed to target us. We were collateral damage in a bigger operation." She leaned forward, lowering her voice. "That's actually what I wanted to talk to you about. I met someone in here who might be able to help us both."

Elaine frowned, unease crawling up her spine like a cold finger. "What kind of someone?"

"High-level guy, connected. He's in the men's wing, but we talk through the library trustee." Susan's eyes darted to the guard standing near the door, then back to Elaine. "He knows about my situation. And yours."

"Mine?" The word came out sharper than Elaine intended.

Susan's expression softened with something like pity. "Sis, you can’t keep paying for all my treatment and lawyers."

Shame and anger flared hot in Elaine's chest. Her financial collapse wasn't a secret, exactly, but having it discussed by her sister felt like a violation. On top of it all, her ex had shown up and demanded to take Annie, and since the girl was expensive, and really wanted to go live with her father, she had left home just a few days ago. 

"So, what's this mystery man offering? A loan shark deal? Because I'm desperate, not stupid." Elaine's fingers tightened around the receiver.

"A job," Susan said simply. "One that requires your nursing background. Your access." She pressed her palm against the plexiglass, fingers splayed. "You're perfect for his plan."

"His plan," Elaine echoed flatly. "That sounds ominous."

"Please, Elaine," Susan whispered, her bravado cracking to reveal the fear beneath. "I'm dying in here. This could be our only chance." Her voice broke on the last word, tears welling in eyes too dry to shed them properly. "They've given me six months, maybe less. I don't want to die in this place. This money could get me new lawyers, I could get out, maybe even get real treatment."

Elaine stared at her sister's hand pressed against the barrier. Family was complicated, messy—but Susan was all Elaine had left. She didn’t speak to her brother Eric anymore. Didn’t even know where he was.

"What exactly does he want me to do?" she asked, the question already a concession.

Susan's relief was palpable, her shoulders sagging as if a wire holding them taut had been cut. "Nothing yet. Just meet with him. Listen to what he has to say." She glanced at the guard again. "He knows your story. I told him everything. I've arranged for you to meet him. After our visit."

"Susan—" Elaine began, alarm rising.

"Please," Susan interrupted. "Just hear him out. For me."

The buzzer sounded, signaling the end of their allotted time. Susan rose from her stool, the movement revealing just how much weight she'd lost as the jumpsuit bagged around her waist. She pressed her fingertips to her lips, then to the plexiglass—a blown kiss that couldn't traverse the barrier.

"Booth twelve," she said quickly before hanging up. "He's waiting."

Elaine watched her sister shuffle away, each step seeming to require conscious effort. The door closed behind Susan with a finality that echoed in the hollow space beneath Elaine's ribs. She sat motionless on the metal stool, the receiver still clutched in her hand, torn between walking away from whatever dangerous proposition awaited her and the desperate knowledge that she had nowhere else to turn.
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The guard who collected Elaine from booth six had a different air about him—more vigilant, his hand resting near his baton as he led her deeper into the prison. This corridor was unfamiliar, narrower than the main visitation hallway, with fewer doors spaced further apart. The overhead lights flickered arrhythmically, casting strange shadows that stretched and contracted along the institutional green walls like living things. Elaine's nursing shoes squeaked against the polished concrete floor, the sound unnaturally loud in the oppressive silence.

"Special visitation," the guard muttered, as if answering a question she hadn't asked. "Authorized by Warden Keller." He stopped at a door marked 12 and swiped his keycard with practiced efficiency. "Fifteen minutes. No passing of materials. Hands visible at all times."

Elaine nodded, her mouth too dry for words. The rational part of her brain—the part that had kept her functional through Susan's addiction cycles, through the relentless grind of hospital night shifts—screamed at her to turn around. To thank the guard politely and explain that there had been a misunderstanding. To walk back into the drizzling afternoon and pretend this day had never happened.

Instead, she stepped into the small visitation booth. This one was different from the others—more isolated, with thicker plexiglass and no neighboring stations. The metal stool felt colder somehow, as if it had absorbed the chill of countless desperate conversations. Elaine sat with her back rigid, folding her hands tightly in her lap to hide their trembling. Her reflection stared back at her from the plexiglass—hollow-eyed, pale, a woman at the end of her rope with the frayed edges showing.

A different door opened on the other side of the barrier, and Elaine's breath caught in her throat. The man who entered filled the doorframe with his height and breadth, moving with the fluid grace of a predator comfortable in his skin. Unlike the shuffling, diminished presence of other inmates, he carried himself with authority, as if the prison walls were an inconvenience rather than a constraint. His prison uniform looked incongruous against his powerful physique, like a costume rather than a punishment.

But it was his face that held Elaine transfixed—sharp cheekbones beneath skin the color of burnished copper, a strong jaw perpetually tensed, and eyes so dark they appeared black in the harsh lighting. A massive tattoo of a snake wound its way up from beneath his collar, coiling around his thick neck, its diamond-shaped head disappearing just beneath his jawline. The creature seemed almost alive, its scales shifting as the muscles in his neck moved.

Anthony Piatkowski sat with deliberate slowness, his gaze never leaving Elaine's face as he reached for the phone receiver. She mirrored his movement with less grace, nearly fumbling the plastic as she brought it to her ear.

For a long moment, neither spoke. The air between them crackled with an energy that made the fine hairs on Elaine's arms stand on end. He studied her with the detached interest of someone appraising an object rather than meeting a person, his eyes cataloging each detail of her appearance with clinical precision.

When his lips curved into a smile, the expression transformed his face in a way that made Elaine's stomach clench. It was technically perfect—straight white teeth, appropriate muscle movement—yet profoundly wrong, like a skillful forgery of human emotion. The smile never reached his eyes, which remained flat and calculating.

"Nurse Wilkins," he said finally, his voice lower and smoother than she'd expected, cultured in a way that contradicted his intimidating appearance. "You look just like Susan described. Nothing like your sister at all."

Elaine's throat constricted around words that refused to form. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to meet his gaze directly despite every instinct urging her to look away.

"My sister said you had a job for me?" Her voice emerged steadier than she felt, a small victory.

Something like appreciation flickered across Anthony's features. He leaned forward slightly, his massive forearms coming to rest on the narrow counter.

"One you can't say no to." The words were delivered matter-of-factly, not a threat but a statement of inevitability. "I need you to bring me your nephew's newborn."

The request—so calmly stated, so monstrous—hit Elaine like a physical blow. She recoiled, her back striking the wall behind her.

"Chris's baby?" The words escaped before she could stop them, confirmation that she understood exactly what he was asking. "But why and how—?" She gestured vaguely at their surroundings. "You're in here."

Anthony's smile widened, revealing teeth too perfect for a prison inmate—caps or veneers that must have cost thousands, maintained with a vanity that spoke of resources beyond the reach of ordinary prisoners.

"But I won't be for much longer," he said with absolute certainty, as if stating a natural law rather than a possibility. "I'm about to get out. And it's time for payback."

"Payback?" Elaine repeated, the word hollow in her mouth. "I don't understand. What does Chris's baby have to do with you?"

Anthony tilted his head slightly, and the snake tattoo seemed to shift positions with the movement. "That’s my business.”

Horror coalesced in Elaine's chest, a cold mass that made breathing difficult. Her own childhood was stolen, and she grew up in a house that wasn’t hers. It all came back to her now with the force of a freight train. "You want me to kidnap my own nephew’s son? As—what—payback?"

"I want a certain FBI agent to feel what it's like to have something precious taken from her." Anthony's eyes gleamed with a terrible intensity. "To search and search, knowing it's out there somewhere but always beyond reach. To wake up every morning wondering if today's the day she'll find what she's lost, only to go to bed disappointed. Again. And again. And again."

"You're insane," Elaine whispered. "I could never⁠—"

"Susan has six months to live," Anthony interrupted, his voice softening to something almost gentle. "Less, with the quality of care she's receiving here. But I have connections at Riverside Memorial—the oncology center there is one of the best in the state." He paused, allowing the implication to hang in the air between them. "One small action from you, and your sister gets treatment that could give her years instead of months."

"And if I refuse?" Elaine asked, though she already knew the answer.

Anthony's expression didn't change, yet somehow conveyed infinite menace. "Then, Susan receives no further pain management for her condition. Prison doctors have such discretion when it comes to 'drug-seeking behavior.'" He made air quotes with his fingers. "I understand ovarian cancer is quite painful in its advanced stages."

Bile rose in Elaine's throat. She looked down at her hands, now gripping the edge of the counter so tightly her knuckles had blanched white. When she raised her gaze again, she caught her own reflection in the plexiglass—her face superimposed over Anthony's like a double exposure, trapped between his predatory stare and the desperate circumstances that had led her here.

“Once the child is taken, the agent will soon find herself in here, trying to get close to your sister, to get to you. You will lead the agent to Vegas, where I will be waiting for her. Simple as that.”

“But….” The very thought of stealing a baby made Elaine feel sick to her stomach. Was this because she had been stolen herself? Or was it her capacity as a nurse or even Chris’s aunt? Or all of the above? Whether one or the other, it was a terrible situation to put her in, and she wanted to protest, but the man in front of her stopped her. 

"I'll be in touch through our mutual friend," Anthony said, his tone shifting to businesslike efficiency. "You have three weeks to decide. Though we both know what that decision will be." He hung up the receiver and rose in one fluid motion, turning his back on her as if she were already dismissed from his attention.

The door closed behind him with a soft click that somehow sounded more final than a slam. Elaine remained frozen on the metal stool, the receiver still clutched in her hand, the plastic warm and slick with sweat against her palm. Behind her, the guard cleared his throat impatiently, but she couldn't seem to make her muscles respond.

In the plexiglass before her, her reflection stared back—a woman she barely recognized anymore, hollowed out by exhaustion and poverty, now faced with an impossible choice between her sister's life—the only family she had left—and an innocent child's.


Chapter 38



The Cosmopolitan's exterior courtyard offered surprisingly good cover, with massive decorative planters featuring autumn arrangements that provided both concealment and a clear line of sight to the service entrance. Matt and I positioned ourselves behind a particularly lavish display of pumpkins and ornamental grasses, settling in for what might be a long wait. Halloween decorations draped every available surface—elegant rather than garish in this upscale setting—with black and silver predominating instead of the traditional orange. The disguised surveillance position felt appropriate for a city where everyone was playing a role, and today I was playing the most important one of my career.

"Service entrance is there," Matt murmured, nodding toward a discreet door partially obscured by a decorative trellis. "Staff exit is around the corner. Elevators to the penthouse level require a keycard."

I nodded, shifting my weight to take pressure off my injured side. The movement sent a fresh bolt of pain through my ribs, but I stifled the wince before it could reach my face. We'd been in position for fifteen minutes, and already my body was protesting the prolonged crouch. The cast on my left arm felt heavier with each passing minute, the edges digging into my skin despite the padding beneath.

"You okay?" Matt asked, his eyes never leaving the service entrance.

"Fine," I lied, the word automatic after days of dismissing my physical limitations. "How's our timing?"

Matt checked his watch. "Twenty-eight minutes until her break. Assuming she sticks to the schedule."

"She will," I said with more confidence than I felt. "Medical professionals are creatures of habit."

We lapsed into silence, maintaining our surveillance positions with practiced patience. My mind catalogued each person entering or exiting through the service door—kitchen staff in white uniforms, maintenance workers with tool belts, housekeeping with their carts. The afternoon sun beat down on the courtyard, the heat intensifying my discomfort as sweat trickled down my spine.

"If she doesn't appear?" Matt asked after another ten minutes had passed.

"I'll go up to the penthouse." The decision had already crystallized in my mind during the drive over. "ID myself as FBI and demand access."

"That'll spook Anthony if he has someone monitoring security," Matt cautioned. "He could move Ellie before we can reach her."

"Then we'll follow the tracker I'm going to plant on Vivian," I countered. "But one way or another, I'm not leaving this hotel without my granddaughter."

Matt nodded, understanding the non-negotiable nature of my statement. His hand briefly covered mine where it rested on the planter's edge—a fleeting gesture of solidarity before returning to his vigilant watch.

My eyes burned from the strain of constant focus, and fatigue pulled at my limbs like physical weights. The doctor's warnings about overexertion following a concussion seemed distant and irrelevant compared to the knowledge that my granddaughter was somewhere in this building, perhaps just a few hundred feet above us.

"Movement," Matt whispered, tensing beside me.

I followed his gaze to the service entrance, where a petite woman in blue scrubs was emerging, a light jacket pulled over her uniform despite the afternoon heat. Even at this distance, I recognized her immediately from the photograph at Elite Care—Vivian Zhao, the nurse who had been caring for my granddaughter.

"That's her," I confirmed, already calculating my approach.

Vivian paused just outside the door, checking her phone before heading toward a side path that led to the main hotel area. Her posture was straight, her movements efficient—the bearing of someone accustomed to medical emergencies and long shifts on her feet.

"I'll take this alone," I said, already rising from our concealed position. "You maintain surveillance. If Anthony appears or if I don't return in fifteen minutes, call Kent for backup."

Matt looked like he wanted to argue, but nodded instead. "Be careful. We don't know where her loyalties lie."

I moved away from our hiding spot, timing my pace to intercept Vivian in the less crowded corridor that connected the service area to the main hotel. My injuries slowed me more than I wanted to admit, each step sending ripples of pain through my torso. I forced myself to breathe through it, focusing on the woman ahead who represented our best chance of reaching Ellie.

The corridor narrowed as it approached the hotel's interior, the walls lined with framed art that paid homage to Las Vegas's colorful history. I quickened my pace slightly, catching up to Vivian just before she would have entered the more populated main hallway.

"Nurse Zhao?" I called, my voice carrying just enough authority to make her pause.

She turned, professional curiosity replacing the momentary wariness in her expression. "Yes?"

I approached with confident strides, extending my right hand while keeping my cast-encased left arm partially concealed by my body. "Jennifer Ross, Mr. Piatkowski's assistant. I need to speak with you about some changes to the baby's care schedule."

Vivian's hand met mine in a brief, professional handshake. Her eyes—sharp and assessing—took in my appearance with the practiced evaluation of someone trained to notice physical symptoms.

"I wasn't informed Mr. Piatkowski had an assistant handling the baby's care," she said carefully, her gaze lingering on the edge of my cast where it peeked from beneath my jacket.

"It's a recent arrangement," I replied smoothly. "He's been quite pleased with your work and wants to ensure you're available for an extended assignment. I'm handling the logistics."

A slight furrow appeared between her brows. "I see. Perhaps we should call him to confirm the details? I have strict protocols about the baby's care plan."

Her hand moved toward the pocket where she'd slipped her phone. I recognized the retreat for what it was—professional suspicion giving way to protective instinct. She sensed something wasn't right.

I stepped closer, lowering my voice. "Nurse Zhao, I'm going to reach into my jacket very slowly and show you something. Please don't be alarmed."

Her body tensed, eyes darting toward the main hallway where hotel security would be within calling distance. I moved with deliberate slowness, producing my FBI credentials with my right hand while keeping my movements small and non-threatening.

"My name is Eva Rae Thomas. I'm with the FBI." I opened the credential wallet so she could see the badge and ID. "And that baby you're caring for is my granddaughter."

Vivian's eyes widened, first with alarm, then with a flash of recognition that confirmed what I'd suspected—she knew something wasn't right about her assignment.

"She was taken from a hospital in Florida four weeks ago," I continued, keeping my voice low but intense. "Her mother—my daughter—has been devastated. Please—I need your help."

Vivian glanced at my credentials again, then at my face. I could see her processing the information, connecting dots that had likely been troubling her since she'd taken the assignment.

"The birthmark on her right shoulder," Vivian said suddenly, her voice barely above a whisper. "Heart-shaped. Is that…?"

"Yes," I breathed, emotion threatening to overwhelm me for the first time since entering the hotel. Christine had described that distinctive birthmark to every law enforcement agency involved in the search. "That's my granddaughter. Her name is Ellie."

Vivian's professional composure cracked, revealing a flash of genuine distress beneath. "I knew something wasn't right. The documentation he provided seemed legitimate, but there were inconsistencies." Her voice dropped even lower. "And the baby… she hasn't been well."

Those words sent ice through my veins. "What do you mean, 'not well'?"

Vivian looked over her shoulder, checking that we were still alone in the corridor. When she turned back to me, her expression had transformed from wary professional to determined ally.

"We need to talk," she said. "But not here."
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We found a recessed alcove near the service corridor, partially concealed by an enormous potted palm that provided just enough privacy for our hurried exchange. Vivian kept glancing over my shoulder, her fingers nervously twisting the lanyard of her ID badge. The professional calm she'd maintained earlier had given way to visible anxiety, her medical training warring with her new understanding of the situation. I positioned myself to block her from view of the main hallway, ignoring the throbbing pain in my ribs as I leaned against the wall for support.

"The baby—Ellie," Vivian began, her voice barely above a whisper, "she's alive, but I'm concerned about her condition."

"What's wrong with her?" The question came out sharper than I'd intended, fear slicing through my attempt at professional detachment.

Vivian's eyes met mine, their clinical assessment softening with compassion. "She's been experiencing respiratory distress—slight but persistent. Irregular breathing patterns, especially during sleep. She's also been unusually lethargic and refusing feedings."

Each symptom landed like a physical blow. My granddaughter was sick, suffering while I'd been searching for her. I forced myself to focus on the facts rather than the emotion threatening to overwhelm me. "Have you been treating her?"

"As much as I can with what I have available," Vivian replied. "I've been monitoring her oxygen levels, elevating her head during sleep, and administering the saline drops I brought for nasal congestion. But she needs a proper medical evaluation." Her professional demeanor cracked slightly. "I've told him this repeatedly. He dismisses my concerns, says she just needs time to adjust."

"Adjust to what?" I pressed. "What else has he told you about her?"

"That she was born two weeks early. That her mother had complications and couldn't care for her." Vivian's expression hardened. "He showed me documentation—birth certificate, medical records—but something felt off. The records didn't match her developmental markers."

"How long have you been caring for her?" I managed finally.

"Three and a half weeks. I was hired through Elite Care as a live-in nurse for a newborn with respiratory concerns." Vivian's professional composure returned as she shared clinical details. "I've been documenting everything—temperature readings, feeding amounts, sleep patterns, diaper output. I knew something wasn't right with the situation, so I kept detailed records."

"Smart," I said, genuine appreciation in my voice. Those records could prove invaluable both for Ellie's medical treatment and as evidence against Anthony.

"He doesn't know I've been keeping separate notes," Vivian continued, lowering her voice further. "I've hidden them in my personal items. But there's something else you should know." She glanced down the corridor before continuing. "He's planning to move her tonight. I overheard a phone call about a private jet."

My pulse quickened. "Did he mention where?"

Vivian nodded. "A place called Desert Sky. It sounded like a private airfield. He said something about international clearance and no questions asked."

Desert Sky—one of the smaller private airfields on the outskirts of Las Vegas. Kent had mentioned it in her list of potential exit points. The pieces were falling into place with terrifying clarity. Anthony was preparing to leave the country with Ellie tonight.

"What time?" I asked, already calculating how quickly we could mobilize.

"He didn't specify, but he's been packing since this morning. Told me to prepare enough formula and medication for a twelve-hour flight." Vivian's eyes reflected her growing understanding of the gravity of the situation. "That's why I've been so concerned about her condition. A long flight with changing cabin pressure could exacerbate her respiratory issues."

I filed this information away —both the medical concern and the flight duration—twelve hours would limit the possible destinations, helping us track them if they somehow managed to take off.

Before I could ask another question, Vivian's phone chimed with an incoming text. She pulled it from her pocket, her face paling as she read the message.

"He wants me back immediately," she said, anxiety edging her voice. "Says the baby is crying and won't settle. He never texts me during my break."

The timing couldn't be a coincidence. Something had changed—perhaps Anthony had spotted Matt or me entering the hotel, or his security had alerted him to unusual activity. Either way, our timeline had just accelerated dramatically.

"Listen carefully," I said, reaching into my pocket with my good hand. "I need you to take this with you." I produced what appeared to be a small tube of hand sanitizer—standard medical personnel equipment that wouldn't raise suspicion. "It contains a tracking device. Keep it with you and the baby at all times."

Vivian took the tube, understanding immediately. "He checks my medical bag when I return."

"It's designed to look ordinary. Just keep it in your pocket or with your personal items."

She nodded, slipping it into the pocket of her scrubs. "What should I do now?"

"Act normal. Return to the penthouse and continue caring for Ellie. If they're preparing to move her, go with them if possible." I met her eyes, letting her see the intensity of my determination. "We'll be tracking you. We'll find you. Just keep her safe until we can reach you."

Vivian straightened her shoulders, her medical training visibly asserting itself over her fear. "I'll do everything I can for her."

Vivian disappeared around the corner, moving with the brisk efficiency of a medical professional responding to an urgent call. I watched until she was out of sight, then made my way back to Matt as quickly as my injuries would allow, weaving through the growing crowd of early evening casino patrons.

Matt was still in position, his expression tense as I approached. "What happened?"

"It's Ellie," I confirmed, emotion momentarily overwhelming my professional detachment. "The birthmark she described matches. She's alive, but she's sick—respiratory issues that need proper treatment."

Matt's face reflected both relief and renewed concern. "And Anthony?"

"Planning to leave tonight through Desert Sky Airfield." I pulled out my phone and activated the tracking app. "I gave Vivian a tracker. We need to⁠—"

The app loaded, showing a pulsing blue dot on the map—already moving toward the hotel's private exit at the rear of the property. 

"They're on the move," I said, already heading toward our vehicle, Matt falling in step beside me. "Earlier than planned."

We broke into a controlled run, weaving through costumed hotel guests who barely registered our urgency. The ache in my ribs escalated to sharp, stabbing pain with each step, but I pushed through it, focused on the blue dot moving steadily away from us. After weeks of searching, my granddaughter was finally within reach—sick, in danger, but alive.

"Call Kent," I instructed Matt as we reached the parking area. "Tell her to send units to Desert Sky Airfield, but no sirens, no visible presence. We can't spook him before we get Ellie."

Matt was already dialing as he slid behind the wheel. I kept my eyes fixed on the tracker signal, watching as it moved west toward the outskirts of the city. Anthony might have accelerated his timeline, but he'd made a critical error in underestimating Vivian's professional ethics—and my determination to recover my granddaughter.

"We're coming, Ellie," I whispered as we pulled into traffic, the tracker's blue pulse like a lifeline connecting me to the granddaughter I'd never stop searching for. "Just hold on a little longer."


Part III
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The tracker signal froze on my screen as Matt killed the headlights, rolling the car to a stop behind an abandoned maintenance shed fifty yards from Desert Sky's perimeter fence.

"Binoculars," I muttered, reaching awkwardly into the back seat where we'd stashed a go-bag with surveillance equipment.

I trained the lenses on the tarmac, adjusting the focus until the distant figures sharpened into clarity. There—a sleek Gulfstream jet positioned near the end of a runway, its fuselage gleaming white under the floodlights. Men in dark clothing moved with practiced efficiency, loading luggage into the cargo hold while others performed pre-flight checks on the aircraft's exterior.

"There he is," I whispered, my grip tightening on the binoculars as a tall figure emerged from a nearby hangar.

Anthony Piatkowski walked with the confident swagger of someone accustomed to command, gesturing impatiently at one of the workers who wasn't moving quickly enough for his liking. Even at this distance, the distinctive tattoo that climbed his throat was visible—a python rising from flames, detailed scales catching the harsh overhead lights as he turned his head to survey the operation.

"Bastard," I breathed, the word catching in my throat as I thought of Christine's tears, of weeks spent searching while this man prepared his escape with my granddaughter.

I shifted the binoculars toward the aircraft's windows, scanning methodically until—there. My breath caught painfully against my ribs as I spotted movement in the cabin. Vivian Zhao moved back and forth across my field of view, her distinctive bob haircut instantly recognizable even through the small oval windows. And on one of the luxury seats, secured with straps I couldn't quite make out, sat what was unmistakably an infant carrier.

"Ellie," I whispered, my voice breaking on my granddaughter's name.

Something fierce and primal surged through me, momentarily burning away the fog of medication and pain. She was there—alive, so close I could almost reach out and touch her.

My hands trembled as I lowered the binoculars, causing the lenses to jitter against my eyelids. Whether from emotion, pain, or the medication, I couldn't be sure—probably some volatile combination of all three. I fumbled at my waistband, checking my service weapon. The metal felt cool against my fingertips despite the lingering desert heat that radiated through the car windows.

"Eva Rae, wait." Matt's hand closed over mine, his fingers warm and steady against my skin. "You need to think this through."

"I've done nothing but think for weeks," I replied, not taking my eyes off the aircraft. "My granddaughter is on that plane."

One of the ground crew closed the cargo door with a definitive thunk that carried across the open space between us and the tarmac. At the same moment, I noticed a subtle change in the aircraft's silhouette—the glow of the cockpit instruments illuminating the front windows, the first telltale vibrations of the engines preparing for start-up.

"They're getting ready to leave," I said, slipping the binoculars into the center console and reaching for the door handle.

Matt's fingers dug into my jacket sleeve, the pressure firm enough that I could feel it through the padding and the haze of painkillers. "Eva Rae, please. Twenty minutes. The team will be here in twenty minutes."

I turned to look at him fully for the first time since we'd parked. His face was etched with concern, the lines around his eyes deepened by the shadows inside the car. I knew that look—I had seen it countless times. It was the look of someone who cared too much to let me rush headlong into danger, even when the danger couldn't be avoided.

"My granddaughter doesn't have twenty minutes," I said quietly, nodding toward the jet where the first whispers of engine noise had begun to penetrate the night air.

I gently pulled my arm from his grasp; my decision was made the moment I'd seen Ellie's carrier through those windows. Matt knew it too—I could see the resignation settling over his features, mingling with the worry that never quite left his eyes when I pushed myself beyond reasonable limits.

"At least let me come with you," he said, his hand already moving toward his own weapon.

I shook my head. "You need to coordinate the tactical team. Guide them in quietly, no sirens, no lights. If Anthony spots a full FBI response before we have Ellie, he might…." I couldn't finish the sentence, couldn't give voice to the possibilities that had haunted my nightmares for weeks.

Matt's jaw tightened, the muscle visibly flexing beneath his skin. "Eva⁠—"

"I need you to do this," I interrupted, holding his gaze. "Please, Matt."

Something passed between us in that moment—an understanding deeper than words, built on years of partnership and trust. He nodded once, reaching for the phone to contact the incoming team.

I slipped out of the car. My body protested every movement, injuries making themselves known through the thinning veil of medication. I pushed the pain away, compartmentalizing it. Later, I promised my battered body. You can rest later.

The chain-link fence surrounding the airfield gleamed dully under the distant lights. I moved toward it with the careful stealth that had become second nature over my career, keeping to the shadows cast by scrubby desert vegetation. My fractured arm throbbed with each step, the cast suddenly seeming heavier than it had all day.

Fifty yards ahead, I spotted what I was looking for—a section of fence pulled away from its support post, creating a gap just large enough for a person to slip through—probably used by teenagers looking for a thrill, watching planes take off from forbidden territory. Tonight, it would be my entry point to reach Ellie.

Behind me, I heard the car door open, followed by Matt's voice—urgent but hushed, carrying across the darkness between us.

"Eva Rae, wait!"

I didn't turn around, didn't hesitate. My focus had narrowed to a single purpose: reach the plane, find Ellie. Everything else—Matt's concern, my injuries, the approaching FBI team—receded into background noise, irrelevant to the task at hand.

The jet engines' whine increased in pitch as I approached the fence, their sound drilling into my skull like physical pressure. Pre-flight checks were underway. Minutes, perhaps only seconds, remained before that aircraft would be cleared for takeoff, carrying my granddaughter beyond my reach.

I slipped through the gap in the fence, metal edges catching on my clothing as I contorted my injured body through the narrow opening. Pain flared white-hot along my ribs, but I barely registered it. Ahead lay the tarmac, exposed and dangerous. Beyond it, the aircraft that held my granddaughter.
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The aircraft stairs vibrated beneath my feet as I climbed, each step sending jolts of pain through my battered body. My service weapon felt impossibly heavy in my hand, but I kept it raised, focused on the cabin door above me. Four weeks of searching, of promises made to Christine, of sleepless nights and dead ends—all converging on this moment. Somewhere beyond that door was Ellie, my granddaughter, the tiny life I'd sworn to protect. The aircraft engines thrummed beneath me, their pitch rising toward takeoff readiness. I was out of time.

I had reached the midpoint of the stairs when the cabin door swung open with deliberate slowness. Backlit by the interior lights, a tall figure appeared in the doorway—Anthony Piatkowski, his silhouette unmistakable. My finger tightened instinctively on the trigger before I registered what he was holding.

Cradled in his left arm was a small bundle wrapped in a pink blanket. A tiny arm had worked free of the wrapping, fingers curled in that distinctive newborn grasp—my granddaughter.

Ellie!

My heartbeat stuttered, a moment of pure recognition cutting through pain and tactical assessment alike so small, so vulnerable, and so entirely at the mercy of the man who held her.

Anthony's right hand held a gun, its barrel pointed directly at me. The muzzle looked enormous from my position below him, a dark eye staring down with cold indifference. The snake tattoo on his throat seemed to shift with each pulse of the vein beside it, scales catching the light as he tilted his head to study me.

"Agent Thomas," he said, his voice carrying an unsettling calm that raised the hair on my neck. "I've been expecting you."

The words hung between us, the casual greeting of a host welcoming an anticipated guest rather than a criminal confronted by law enforcement. His composure was complete—not a tremor in the hand that held the gun, not a flicker of concern in the eyes that assessed me from his position of advantage.

“You’re a little earlier than anticipated. I would have said a day or two more, judging from when Susan called me and said you had left the prison. That you were headed for Vegas as she had promised me.”

I remained frozen on the stairs, my weapon still raised but my finger easing fractionally from the trigger. The tactical situation crystallized in my mind with brutal clarity: Anthony stood above me, using my own flesh and blood as a shield. Any shot I took risked hitting Ellie. My position on the open stairway left me completely exposed.

"Put the gun down, Agent Thomas," Anthony continued, the reasonable tone of his voice at odds with the deadly intent behind it. "We both know you won't risk hitting your granddaughter."

As if on cue, Ellie let out a small whimper, her tiny features scrunching in distress. The sound cut through me with more precision than any bullet, a visceral reminder of what was at stake. This wasn't just another standoff, another arrest, another case. This was my granddaughter's life.

Through the cabin window behind Anthony, I glimpsed movement—Nurse Vivian's face appeared briefly, her eyes wide with terror. She made a subtle gesture, pointing toward Ellie, then to her own chest, mouthing words I couldn't decipher. Was she trying to tell me something about the baby's condition? About her own willingness to help?

"She's not well, you know," Anthony said, following my gaze to the window, which Vivian had quickly abandoned. "The nurse says she needs special medical care. Care I've arranged at our destination." He adjusted his grip on Ellie, and the movement turned her face toward me. Even in the dim light, I could see the pallor of her skin and the slight bluish tinge to her lips, confirming Vivian's warnings about her respiratory distress.

"She belongs with her mother," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "With her family."

Anthony's expression hardened, the scar on his face turning silver as he shifted in the doorway. "I am her family," he countered. "The only family she needs."

"That's not quite how I see it," I replied, watching his reaction carefully. "Or how the law sees it."

A flicker of something—anger, perhaps, or wounded pride—crossed his features before the mask of control reasserted itself. He gave a dismissive shrug. "Laws are for people without the means to transcend them."

Blood continued to seep from my shoulder wound, the steady dripping sound marking the passage of seconds like a macabre metronome. My head felt increasingly light, the edges of my vision blurring in a way that had nothing to do with the airfield's stark lighting.

"Why?" I asked, the question encompassing everything—the kidnapping, the elaborate escape plan, the risk he was taking even now by confronting me directly rather than remaining safely inside the aircraft. "Why go to these lengths?"

"You know why. You took my father from me," he said, voice suddenly stripped of its artificial calm. "You destroyed everything he built, everything that should have been mine." His eyes burned with an intensity that matched the python inked across his throat. "I swore I'd take something precious from you in return. And now I have."

The pieces clicked into place with terrible clarity. I had taken his father away by a simple mistake I had made years ago while working with his father in the field. He was my partner, and I couldn’t save him. He killed himself, and it was all my fault. Anthony had tried to punish me before, torturing young girls in Cocoa Beach, keeping them in his bunker, and dating my sister to get close to me, but I had put him away. It was all about revenge, about making me suffer as he believed he had suffered. Ellie was simply the instrument of his retribution, chosen because her loss would cause the maximum pain to my family and me.

"She's innocent," I said, trying to reach whatever humanity might still exist beneath his veneer of control. "She has nothing to do with your father's choices or mine."

"Neither did I," he countered, his grip on Ellie visibly tightening. "But that didn't stop you from taking my father away when I was twelve years old."

A sudden change in the aircraft's engine pitch told me the pilot was preparing for imminent takeoff. Time was running out. Men in black uniforms approached the stairs to pull them away, but I stopped them, pointing my gun at them, and they retreated.

"I can't let you take her," I said, adjusting my stance slightly to maintain my balance as a wave of dizziness washed over me. "You know that."

"And I can't let you stop me," he replied, his finger tightening on the trigger of his gun. "So, it seems we've reached an impasse."

Ellie began to cry in earnest now, her tiny wails piercing the tension between us. The sound tore at something deep within me, awakening an instinct more powerful than training, than reason, than self-preservation. In that moment, I wasn't FBI Agent Eva Rae Thomas with twenty-three years of field experience. I was simply a grandmother who had promised to bring her grandchild home.

We faced each other across the narrowing gap of the aircraft stairs—Anthony Piatkowski cradling my newborn granddaughter like a shield, his gun steady in his other hand; me swaying slightly from blood loss, my own weapon raised but rendered useless by the precious life between us. In the background, the jet engines reached their full pre-takeoff whine, the vibration traveling through the metal stairs and into my bones.

The standoff had crystallized into its final form—a moment of perfect, terrible balance between my desperate need to save Ellie and the impossible choice of how to do so without putting her at even greater risk.
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Time contracted to a single point of focus—Anthony Piatkowski's finger on the trigger, my weapon trained on him, and between us, wrapped in a pink blanket, my granddaughter Ellie. Her tiny lips still had that bluish tint, confirming Vivian's warnings of respiratory distress. Each second that passed was marked by the steady drip of blood from my wounded shoulder, a macabre countdown that matched the increasing pitch of the jet engines beneath us. I fought to keep my aim steady despite the lightheadedness that threatened to topple me from the narrow aircraft stairs. The tactical situation offered no clean solutions, only impossible choices.

"You're weak, beaten, Agent Thomas," Anthony observed, his voice carrying an almost clinical detachment. "Even from here, I can see you fading. How much longer before you pass out? Two minutes? Three?"

He wasn't wrong. The warm wetness spreading down my arm had become a steady stream, each droplet that hit the metal stairs beneath me carrying away fragments of my strength, my focus. My broken ribs screamed with every breath, and the cast on my left arm felt like it was weighted with lead. Yet none of that mattered as I stared at Ellie's tiny face, partially visible in the crook of Anthony's arm.

"She can't breathe properly," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "Look at her lips, her color. She needs medical attention."

Something flickered across Anthony's face—concern, perhaps, though it was quickly masked by the cold calculation I'd come to recognize as his default expression. "The nurse has been monitoring her condition. We have oxygen and medication on board." His eyes narrowed slightly. "Don't pretend this is about the baby's health. We both know why you're here."

Behind him, Vivian appeared again at the cabin window, her movements sharp with urgency. She held something in her hands—an oxygen mask attached to a portable tank. Her eyes met mine briefly, communicating something I couldn't quite decipher. Was she trying to help, or simply preparing for the flight ahead?

The engine pitch increased another notch, vibrating through the metal stairs and into my bones. Time was running out. Inside the cockpit, I could see the pilot's silhouette, oblivious to the standoff taking place just yards behind him as he methodically worked through pre-flight checks.

My vision blurred briefly, dark spots dancing at the edges of my awareness. I blinked hard, forcing myself to focus. "You're right," I conceded, the admission tasting bitter on my tongue. "I messed up with your dad. What I did was wrong, a mistake." I took a careful breath, wincing at the stab of pain from my ribs. "But you have no right to take my granddaughter from her mother."

"An eye for an eye, Agent Thomas," he replied, cold satisfaction settling over his features. "You took my family, so I took yours." His finger caressed the trigger of his gun almost lovingly.

The blood loss was making it increasingly difficult to think clearly. My arm trembled slightly with the effort of holding my weapon steady, and a chill that had nothing to do with the desert night began spreading through my limbs. If I passed out now, Ellie would be gone forever. Christine would never see her daughter again. I had one card left to play.

"Take me instead," I said, the words deliberate and clear despite the heaviness of my tongue. "I'm the one you want. The one who destroyed your family. Not Ellie."

Anthony's head tilted slightly, his eyes narrowing as he assessed the sincerity of my offer. "You'd sacrifice yourself for the child?"

"Without hesitation." I lowered my weapon just slightly, a calculated risk to show good faith. "Let Ellie go back to her mother, and I'll go with you willingly. You can exact whatever revenge you've been planning for the past years."

For a moment—one brief, suspended heartbeat—I thought he might actually consider it. His eyes flicked from my face to Ellie's, then toward Vivian, who stood frozen in the cabin doorway behind him. The calculation in his expression was obvious; weighing the satisfaction of killing me against the practical challenges of traveling internationally with a newborn, particularly one showing signs of respiratory distress.

"A tempting offer," he said finally. "But ultimately unsatisfying." His lips curved in a smile that never reached his eyes. "Why settle for killing you when I can take your grandchild and leave you to live with that failure for the rest of your miserable life?"

The truth hit me with stunning clarity—he'd never intended to harm Ellie. She wasn't a means to an end, a way to hurt me. She was the weapon itself, her absence the punishment he'd designed specifically for my family and me. A child for a father, a lifetime of searching and wondering and agonizing over what might have been.

My gaze shifted to Vivian, who stood tensed and ready just behind Anthony. Something in her posture had changed, a subtle shift from frozen terror to focused preparation. Our eyes connected for the briefest moment, and I understood what was about to happen an instant before it did.

Anthony must have sensed it too, because he suddenly thrust Ellie toward Vivian. "Take her!" he barked, and in the same fluid motion, brought his weapon to bear directly at my chest.

The muzzle flash blinded me momentarily, the report of his gun lost in the roar of the jet engines. An instant later, fire bloomed in my abdomen—white-hot and sickeningly familiar. The impact knocked me back a step, my foot slipping on the narrow stair. I fought to maintain my balance, refusing to fall when Ellie was still just yards away.

Through sheer force of will, I kept my weapon trained on Anthony, adjusting my aim even as pain radiated through my core. My FBI training took over, muscle memory compensating for what conscious thought could no longer control. I squeezed the trigger twice, the recoil traveling up my arm and into my damaged shoulder in waves of fresh agony.

Anthony staggered backward, his hand clapping to his shoulder where my first shot had struck. The second had gone wide, splintering the doorframe beside his head. His face contorted with shock and rage as he registered that I'd managed to hit him despite my injuries.

"Kill her!" he shouted to someone inside the cabin, but his order was drowned out by a sudden cascade of sounds—shouting from the tarmac below, the aircraft door's hydraulic mechanism activating, Ellie's thin wail cutting through the chaos.

I collapsed to my knees on the stairs, one hand pressed against the hot wetness spreading across my abdomen. Through blurred vision, I saw Matt racing across the tarmac below, his gun drawn, mouth open in what must have been a shout, though I could hear nothing over the roaring in my ears. Behind him, the flashing lights of FBI vehicles appeared at the airfield's perimeter, too far away, too late to stop what was happening.

The aircraft began to move, a subtle shift that told me the pilot had received taxi clearance. In minutes, they would be airborne, and Ellie would be lost, perhaps forever. I couldn't let that happen.

With one final surge of determination that drew on reserves I hadn't known existed, I dragged myself up the remaining stairs. Each movement sent fresh waves of agony radiating from my gunshot wound, but I pushed through it, focusing on a single thought: Ellie needed me. I would not fail her again.

I reached the doorway just as the automatic mechanism began to close. Anthony had disappeared into the cabin, leaving a trail of blood droplets across the plush carpet. Through the narrow opening, I could see Vivian backed against the far wall, cradling Ellie against her chest, the oxygen mask now secured over the baby's tiny face. Her eyes widened in shock as she registered my presence in the doorway.

With the last of my strength, I rolled my body through the narrowing gap, feeling the door brush against my legs as it sealed behind me. The sudden pressure change as the cabin pressurized popped my ears, adding a high-pitched whine to the symphony of pain that was now my entire existence.

Through the small oval window beside me, I caught a final glimpse of Matt standing helplessly on the tarmac, phone pressed to his ear, the desperation on his face visible even from a distance.

I pressed my hand harder against the wound in my abdomen, feeling blood seep between my fingers with each heartbeat. The edges of my vision darkened, consciousness slipping away despite my desperate attempts to hold onto it. The last thing I saw before blackness claimed me was Vivian moving toward me, Ellie still clutched against her chest, the baby's eyes—Christine's eyes—open and fixed on mine as if recognizing the grandmother who had crossed desert and darkness to find her.

"I've got you," I whispered, though I wasn't sure if the words made it past my lips. "Grandma's here."

Then darkness, complete and merciful, swept over me like a tide.
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Consciousness returned in uneven pulses, each one bringing with it a fresh wave of agony. I tasted copper on my tongue, felt the sticky warmth spreading across my abdomen where Anthony's bullet had torn through flesh and muscle. The luxurious carpet beneath my cheek was soft, absorbing my blood in expanding patterns of crimson. I kept my eyes closed, fighting to organize my thoughts through the fog of pain and blood loss. Ellie. I had to focus on Ellie. Nothing else mattered.

I forced my eyelids open a fraction, enough to orient myself without alerting Anthony that I was awake. The cabin of the private jet swam into blurry focus—cream leather seats, polished wood panels, and ambient lighting that cast soft shadows across the confined space. I could no longer locate my gun.

Anthony Piatkowski stood several feet away, his back half-turned toward me. Blood soaked the shoulder of his expensive suit where my bullet had struck him, dripping from his fingertips onto the carpet in a steady rhythm that matched the pounding in my skull. The scar on his face looked deeper in the cabin's lighting, cutting a pale line from temple to jaw that tightened as he grimaced in pain. The snake tattoo on his throat seemed to writhe with each labored breath he took.

"Check her," he barked, gesturing toward me with his gun. "Is she dead?"

Vivian Zhao stood pressed against the far wall of the cabin, her arms wrapped protectively around the baby carrier that held my granddaughter. I could see Ellie's tiny form inside, the oxygen mask covering most of her face, her chest rising and falling in quick, shallow breaths.

Vivian's eyes darted between Anthony and me, professional assessment warring with naked fear. "I need to check the baby first," she countered, her voice surprisingly steady. "Her oxygen levels were dropping before we boarded."

Anthony raised his weapon, pointing it directly at her head. "Check the FBI agent first. Now."

The intercom crackled to life, the pilot's voice filling the cabin with artificial cheer that couldn't mask his underlying tension. "Folks, everything alright back there? I heard some commotion during boarding. We're cleared for takeoff, and I need everyone secured in their seats."

Anthony's reaction was immediate—he pressed the muzzle of his gun against Vivian's spine, just between her shoulder blades. His voice dropped to a harsh whisper. "Tell him everything's fine. Nothing unusual."

Vivian flinched at the cold metal against her back, but her hands remained steady around the baby carrier. She reached for the intercom button on the wall panel beside her, pressing it with trembling fingers.

"Everything's fine, Captain," she said, her voice higher than usual but controlled. "Just some turbulence on the ground. We're securing for takeoff now."

"Roger that," the pilot responded, relief evident in his tone. "We'll be in the air in about three minutes. Fasten your seatbelts."

The intercom clicked off, leaving us in a silence broken only by the increasing whine of the engines and Ellie's soft whimpers. I could feel the aircraft beginning to move, the subtle shift in momentum as we taxied toward the runway. The vibrations traveled through the floor and into my broken body, each tiny movement amplifying the agony in my abdomen and ribs.

I cataloged my injuries: gunshot wound to the abdomen, likely internal bleeding, broken ribs from the prison attack three days ago, fractured left arm in a cast, shoulder wound still seeping blood, and a concussion. By any reasonable medical assessment, I should have been incapable of further action. But reasonableness had no place here. Not with Ellie's life at stake.

The smell of jet fuel drifted through the ventilation system, mixing with the metallic scent of blood and the antiseptic tang of the medical supplies Vivian had brought aboard. The combination turned my stomach, but I welcomed the nausea—anything that kept me conscious was an ally now.

I shifted my position slightly, testing the limits of my control over my battered body. The movement sent lightning bolts of pain shooting through my core, but I managed to stifle the gasp that tried to escape my lips. Anthony glanced in my direction briefly before turning back to Vivian.

"Put the baby in the carrier seat," he ordered, gesturing toward a specially designed infant seat secured to one of the luxury chairs. "Then check if the agent's dead."

Vivian hesitated, her medical training visibly conflicting with her fear. "She needs immediate treatment. So do you. That shoulder wound⁠—"

"I don't need medical advice," Anthony snapped. "I need you to do what you're told."

The aircraft's acceleration increased, pressing me slightly harder against the floor as we approached the runway. I kept my breathing shallow, both to minimize the pain and to maintain the illusion of unconsciousness. Every second Anthony believed me incapacitated was another second to formulate a plan.

I studied him through barely open eyes, looking for weaknesses to exploit. His injured shoulder had limited his mobility—he favored his right side, the gun held awkwardly in his left hand. The blood loss was affecting him, too; perspiration beaded on his forehead despite the cabin's perfect temperature control, and the pallor beneath his tan suggested a drop in blood pressure. He was wounded, but still dangerous—perhaps more so for being cornered.

Vivian carefully secured the baby carrier to the designated seat, her movements precise despite the aircraft's increasing speed. Ellie's cries grew slightly stronger, a sound that simultaneously broke my heart and flooded me with fierce determination. That tiny voice carried the distress of a newborn who needed her mother, who didn't deserve to be caught in this nightmare of adult vendettas and bloodshed.

I watched Anthony's feet as he moved toward the secured carrier, checking the straps with his good hand while keeping the gun trained on Vivian. The moment his back was fully turned was the opening I'd been waiting for. My fingers inched toward my ankle, where my backup weapon remained concealed in its holster—a .22 caliber that most of Anthony's cursory searches would have missed. If I could reach it before he turned back….

The jet engines roared to full power as we reached the runway, the sudden increase in acceleration pushing me back against the cabin wall. Anthony staggered slightly, adjusting his stance to compensate. My hand froze mid-movement, waiting for him to steady himself.

"Sit down," he ordered Vivian, pointing to a seat away from both Ellie and me. "Buckle in. If the agent moves, tell me immediately."

Vivian complied, her eyes never leaving Ellie as she secured her seatbelt. The hesitation in her movements told me she was calculating her options too—her medical oath to protect her patient warring with self-preservation.

The aircraft's vibration intensified, rattling through my bones as we gathered speed for takeoff. I felt the sticky wetness beneath me spreading, my lifeblood seeping into the expensive carpet. Time was running out.

Through the fog of pain and approaching unconsciousness, one thought remained crystal clear: I would not fail Ellie again. Whatever the cost, whatever the sacrifice required, I would get her off this plane and back to Christine. The alternative was unthinkable.

I tensed the muscles in my legs, preparing for the one burst of movement I might still be capable of. Anthony's attention was divided between Vivian, the baby, and his own injuries. The plane lifted off the ground, the sudden change in angle creating the distraction I needed.

I waited for the perfect moment, counting my heartbeats, each one pushing more blood through the hole in my abdomen. One. Two. Three.

Time to move.
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I lunged for my ankle holster, ignoring the white-hot fire that exploded across my abdomen. My fingers closed around the grip of my backup .22, the familiar weight of it anchoring me through the haze of pain. Anthony turned at the sound of my movement, his eyes widening in surprise. He'd thought me as good as dead, a miscalculation I intended to use to my advantage. The aircraft's lift-off created a moment of weightlessness, and I used it to propel myself forward, driving my shoulder into his knees despite the screaming protest from my broken ribs.

"She's up!" Vivian cried out, her voice barely audible over the roar of the engines.

Anthony stumbled back, his injured shoulder hitting the cabin wall. The impact drew a grunt of pain from him, but he recovered quickly, swinging his gun toward my head with practiced precision. I blocked his arm with my cast, the plaster connecting with flesh and bone with a sickening thud. The impact sent shock waves of agony through my fractured arm, but the maneuver succeeded—the gun spun from his grasp, skittering across the floor and disappearing beneath a row of seats.

"You should've stayed down," Anthony snarled, his face contorted with rage and pain. The snake tattoo on his throat seemed to pulse with each rapid breath as he lunged at me.

I tried to bring my backup weapon to bear, but he was too fast. His hand clamped around my wrist, crushing tendons against bone until my fingers involuntarily released the gun. We grappled in the narrow aisle of the cabin, a grotesque dance of two badly wounded combatants. Blood from his shoulder wound smeared across my face, warm and sticky. My own blood continued to seep from my abdomen, creating a slick, dangerous surface beneath our feet.

The plane banked sharply to the right, throwing us both against the luxury seats. I used the momentum to drive my elbow into his throat, aiming for the sensitive cluster of nerves beneath his jaw. The blow connected, and Anthony gagged, momentarily stunned. I pressed my advantage, hammering my cast against his wounded shoulder with every ounce of strength I could muster. He howled in pain, the sound primal and enraged.

"Stop it! You'll kill each other!" Vivian shouted from her position near Ellie's carrier. I caught a glimpse of her frightened face, her body curved protectively around my granddaughter. The sight renewed my determination, pushing back the encroaching darkness that threatened to claim my consciousness.

Anthony recovered faster than I anticipated. His knee drove upward with brutal force, connecting directly with my gunshot wound. The pain transcended anything I'd ever experienced—a supernova of agony that obliterated thought, reason, and sensation. My vision tunneled to a pinpoint, then vanished entirely. For a merciful moment, there was nothing but darkness.

I came back to consciousness seconds later, though it felt like hours had passed. The cabin lights swirled above me, my vision swimming in and out of focus. The aircraft had fully lifted off, the steady vibration of cruising altitude replacing the chaos of takeoff. My hand instinctively pressed against my abdomen, feeling fresh warmth seeping between my fingers. The wound had reopened completely, blood soaking through my clothing and pooling beneath me on the carpet.

Through blurred vision, I saw Anthony on his hands and knees, crawling toward the row of seats where his gun had disappeared. His movements were clumsy, his injured shoulder clearly hampering his coordination. Blood dripped steadily from his wound, leaving a trail of crimson droplets across the light-colored carpet.

Vivian had pressed herself against the cabin wall, her body positioned between the violence and Ellie's carrier. The baby's cries had weakened to soft, intermittent whimpers—a sound that terrified me more than her earlier wailing. Her little body was fighting too hard for breath to waste energy on crying.

I rolled onto my side, each movement sending fresh waves of agony radiating from my core. The floor tilted beneath me as the plane continued its ascent, gravity pulling at my wounded body. I could see Anthony's fingers closing around the grip of his gun, extracting it from beneath the seat with a grunt of satisfaction.

There would be no second chance. No backup. No rescue coming through that door.

I gathered what remained of my strength, focusing it into one final, desperate lunge. My body responded on pure instinct and adrenaline, launching forward despite injuries that should have rendered me immobile. I caught Anthony around the waist just as he was rising, the momentum of my attack sending us both careening into the narrow aisle.

We collided with the cockpit door with enough force to rattle the hinges. Anthony's head snapped back against the polished wood, momentarily dazing him. I clawed for his gun hand, my blood-slicked fingers slipping on his wrist as we struggled for control of the weapon. The plane banked again, throwing our entangled bodies harder against the door.

The impact was too much for the locking mechanism. The cockpit door swung open violently, revealing the startled pilot. His head whipped around, professionalism momentarily overridden by shock at the bloody tableau that had just crashed into his sanctum.

"What the—?" the pilot began, his hands momentarily freezing on the controls.

Anthony twisted in my grip with renewed desperation, bringing the gun up between us. I saw his intention in the split second before he acted—not aiming at me, but at the pilot. Controlling the aircraft was his only remaining option for escape.

"No!" I shouted, driving my elbow into his ribs, but I was too late.

The gun discharged with a deafening crack in the confined space, the muzzle flash temporarily blinding me. The pilot screamed, his hand clutching at his shoulder where Anthony's bullet had torn through flesh and muscle. Blood sprayed across the instrument panel in a fine mist, droplets spattering across gauges and control mechanisms.

"Jesus Christ!" the pilot yelled, reaching for his injured arm while trying to maintain control of the aircraft. The plane lurched violently to one side as the wounded pilot's grip on the controls faltered.

Anthony fired again, the bullet embedding itself in the headrest inches from the pilot's ear. The cockpit filled with the acrid smell of gunpowder mixed with the metallic tang of blood, creating a suffocating stench in the small space.

The pilot slumped forward, his blood-soaked hand slipping from the controls. The pilot fought to stabilize the aircraft, but instead, he sent us into a banking turn that pressed us hard against the starboard wall.

"You're going to kill us all!" I gasped, still grappling with Anthony for control of the weapon. His eyes met mine, and what I saw there chilled me to the core—not fear, not even rage, but a cold acceptance. If he couldn't escape with Ellie, perhaps he'd decided none of us would survive.

Behind us, Vivian screamed as the violent maneuver sent her tumbling across the cabin. The baby carrier strained against its safety straps, Ellie's weak cries momentarily strengthening in response to the chaos around her. The sound cut through me like a knife, sharpening my focus despite the blood loss and pain threatening to drag me under.

The aircraft began to stabilize, the pilot somehow managing to regain control despite his wound. Anthony and I remained locked in our deadly embrace, the gun between us like a venomous thing seeking its next target.

"It's over," I whispered, blood bubbling between my lips with each word. "Let her go home to her mother."

His only answer was to tighten his finger on the trigger once more.
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The radio crackled to life, cutting through the tense silence that had fallen over the cabin. A voice emerged from the static—male, measured, with the practiced calm of someone who talks people through emergencies for a living. "November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, this is Las Vegas Approach. We're tracking your position and altitude. Please advise on your situation and intentions." The words filled the cabin like a lifeline thrown across dark waters. Someone knew we were up here. Someone was watching. The pilot stirred in his seat, hand moving weakly toward the radio, but his strength failed him halfway. His fingers slipped from the controls, leaving a smear of blood across the polished surface of the instrument panel.

"I can't," he whispered, his eyes rolling toward me in a silent plea. The blood loss had pushed him to the edge of consciousness, his professional training warring with his body's limits.

Anthony's gaze flicked between the radio and the wounded pilot, calculation evident in the tightening of his jaw. The gun remained in his hand, pointed downward but still present, a constant reminder of the precarious balance of power within the damaged aircraft.

"Answer it," he ordered, though it wasn't clear if he was speaking to the wounded, half-conscious pilot or me. When neither of us moved immediately, he jerked his head toward the radio. "Someone needs to respond, or they'll know something's wrong."

I shifted position, pressing one hand against my abdomen while using my cast-encased arm for leverage. This was an opportunity I couldn't afford to waste.

"I'll do it," I said, voice ragged but determined. "I had communications training during my FBI years."

Anthony narrowed his eyes, suspicion warring with necessity. "No coded messages," he warned, raising the gun slightly for emphasis. "Just position and heading. Tell them we have minor mechanical issues but are handling them."

I nodded, inching closer to the radio as the voice came through again, a hint of increased urgency beneath the professional cadence.

"November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, Las Vegas Approach. Please respond."

I reached for the transmit button, ignoring the streak of the pilot's blood that now smeared my own fingers. "Las Vegas Approach, this is November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot," I replied, keeping my voice as steady as possible. "We are experiencing mechanical difficulties and have an injured pilot. Current altitude thirty-two thousand feet, heading two-four-zero."

There was a brief pause before the controller responded. "Copy that, November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot. This is Air Traffic Controller James Carter. I'll be your primary contact. Can you provide details on your mechanical issues and the pilot's condition?"

Anthony had moved closer to Ellie's carrier, his attention divided between monitoring me and checking on his "insurance policy." He peered down at my granddaughter with an expression that contained no genuine concern, only an assessment of the condition of a valuable asset. Vivian hovered protectively nearby, hands steady as she adjusted the oxygen.

"The baby's lips are darker," Anthony observed, frowning. "What's happening to her?"

Vivian's professional mask slipped for just a moment, real fear showing through the cracks. "The oxygen concentration isn't sufficient. Her heart can't compensate for the reduced pressure at this altitude."

Anthony's focus shifted entirely to Ellie, giving me the moment I'd been waiting for. I pressed the transmit button again, heart pounding against my broken ribs.

"Las Vegas Approach, this is FBI Agent Eva Rae Thomas aboard. We have a Code Indigo situation with a federal fugitive and infant hostage requiring immediate medical attention." The coded phrase rolled off my tongue with practiced efficiency, despite the years since I'd last used such protocols—Code Indigo—kidnapping with medical emergency, highest-priority response. If James Carter was legitimate, he would know the appropriate reaction.

There was only the briefest hesitation before his response came through, his tone unchanged despite the critical information I'd just conveyed. "Copy your Code Indigo. Proceeding with Protocol Seven."

Relief surged through me, momentarily eclipsing the pain of my injuries. Protocol Seven—full mobilization of medical, tactical, and negotiation teams. No visible approach, no sirens or lights, but a comprehensive response was readied for the moment we landed. Help was coming.

Anthony turned back toward the cockpit just as the exchange ended, his expression sharpening with suspicion. "What was that? What did he say?"

I kept my face carefully neutral. "Just standard acknowledgment. They're tracking our position and standing by for updates."

His eyes held mine for a long moment, searching for deception. Before he could press further, a thin, reedy cry came from Ellie's carrier—weaker than before but piercing in its desperation.

We both turned to see Vivian bent over my granddaughter, her movements now urgent as she adjusted the oxygen flow. Ellie's tiny body was rigid, her face contorted with the effort of drawing breath. The bluish tinge around her lips had deepened to a dusky purple, spreading across her cheeks like a bruise.

"What's happening?" I demanded, dragging myself toward her with fresh determination despite the agony that radiated from my gunshot wound with each movement.

"She's decompensating," Vivian replied, medical terminology failing to mask the fear in her voice. "Heartbeat is too rapid, breathing too shallow."

I reached the carrier, my blood-slicked fingers finding Ellie's tiny hand. Her skin felt cool to the touch, another ominous sign. Her chest heaved with each labored breath, the spaces between her ribs pulling inward with the effort. The sight was like a physical blow, more devastating than any bullet.

"She needs a hospital," I said, looking up at Anthony. For the first time since our confrontation began, I allowed my desperation to show plainly on my face. This wasn't agent to criminal, hunter to prey. This was simply one human being pleading with another. "She'll die if we don't land soon."

Something flickered in Anthony's eyes—not compassion, exactly, but perhaps recognition of a critical miscalculation. He'd taken Ellie as leverage, as revenge, but a dead infant would serve neither purpose.

"How long does she have?" he asked Vivian, his voice harsh with tension.

Vivian adjusted the oxygen delivery system again, her movements betraying frustration with its limitations. "At this altitude? With these symptoms?" She shook her head. "Minutes. Maybe half an hour at most."

The radio crackled again, James Carter's steady voice providing a counterpoint to our increasing desperation. "November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, Las Vegas Approach. We've cleared a path for immediate descent and landing. Medical personnel standing by at McCarran International. Please advise your intentions."

Anthony's gaze shifted between the radio, Ellie's struggling form, and my face. I could see the calculations running behind his eyes—weighing escape against survival, revenge against self-preservation.

I held my breath, knowing that whatever decision he made in the next few moments would determine whether my granddaughter lived or died.
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Ellie's breathing suddenly changed, the irregular pattern shifting to a series of short, ineffective gasps that failed to raise her chest. Each attempt seemed to require more effort than the last, her body working harder for less result. The monitor attached to her tiny finger beeped a warning, numbers flashing red as they dipped into dangerous territory.

"No, no, no," Vivian whispered, adjusting the oxygen flow again, though we both knew it wouldn't help. "Come on, little one. Stay with us."

I watched in helpless horror as Ellie's struggles grew weaker, her body exhausting its limited reserves. The minutes stretched like hours, each second a small eternity as we witnessed her fight for breath. The plane's violent movements had temporarily subsided, as if the universe had granted us this small mercy to face the greater crisis unfolding before us.

Then, between one heartbeat and the next, Ellie went still.

The change was subtle but unmistakable—the cessation of movement, the sudden, terrible stillness of a body that should never be so motionless. The monitor on her finger emitted a steady, high-pitched tone that cut through the ambient noise of the failing aircraft.

"She's not breathing!" Vivian's professional veneer shattered completely. "No pulse!"

She moved with practiced urgency, years of medical training overriding emotion. The oxygen hood came away in one swift movement, revealing Ellie's face fully—lips blue, skin ashen, features slack in a terrible parody of sleep. Vivian lay her on the flat surface of a seat, her fingers checking again for a pulse in the tiny neck.

"Starting CPR," she announced, the declaration a formality spoken to an empty room but grounding her in procedure.

Vivian's index and middle fingers pressed against Ellie's chest—gentle but firm, compressing the tiny ribcage with precise, measured pressure. Her hands looked enormous against my granddaughter's body, each compression depressing the small chest a terrifying distance.

"Come on, Ellie," Vivian urged, counting under her breath. "One, two, three…."

After fifteen compressions, she paused, tilted Ellie's head back slightly, and delivered two gentle puffs of air directly into her lungs. The tiny chest rose and fell with the forced breaths, then went still again as Vivian returned to compressions.

I watched through a haze of tears I hadn't realized were falling. The bullet wound in my abdomen, the broken ribs, the throbbing head injury—all receded into background noise against the sight of my granddaughter's lifeless body receiving CPR at twenty thousand feet.

"Please," I whispered, the word a prayer to whoever might be listening. "Please."

Vivian continued the rhythmic compression-breath-compression sequence, sweat beading on her forehead with the effort and concentration. Her movements remained precise despite the exhaustion evident in her face, each compression delivered with textbook perfection.

Something shifted inside me as I watched—a fundamental change in the calculus of pain and possibility. The physical agony that had threatened to consume me minutes before now seemed distant, unimportant. In its place rose something primal and fierce, a strength I hadn't known I still possessed.

Christine's face flashed before my eyes—my daughter waiting for news, hoping against hope that her baby would return safely. I had promised her. I had sworn to bring Ellie home.

I pushed myself upright, ignoring the wet warmth that spread across my abdomen as the movement reopened my wound further. Blood dripped steadily onto the carpet beneath me, marking my position like a macabre breadcrumb trail. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered except getting my granddaughter back to solid ground, back to medical help, back to her mother's arms.

"Keep going," I told Vivian, my voice finding new strength despite my body's weakness. "Don't stop."

She nodded without looking up, her focus absolute as she continued compressions. "The heart is still young, resilient," she said between counts. "She has a chance if we can get her oxygen soon."

I turned toward the cockpit, a new determination hardening within me like steel being forged. Anthony Piatkowski had taken enough from my family. He would not take this. He would not take Ellie.
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I pulled myself forward using each seat as an anchor, my blood-slicked fingers leaving crimson smears across the cream leather. My vision tunneled, dark spots dancing at the edges, but I forced myself to focus on the cockpit door ahead. One seat at a time. One breath at a time. Each movement was a negotiation between will and failing flesh, a battle I refused to lose while my granddaughter fought for her life behind me.

The plane shuddered, dropping several feet without warning. I clung to the nearest seat back, my broken ribs screaming. I bit my lip until I tasted blood, using the sharp new pain to focus my fading consciousness.

"Eva," Vivian called from behind me. "Eva, wait!"

I turned my head, the movement sending the cabin spinning momentarily around me. When my vision cleared, I saw her still kneeling on the floor, Ellie cradled against her chest. Something had changed—a tiny hand moved weakly, fingers curling and uncurling in that reflexive newborn grasp.

"She's breathing again," Vivian said, her voice thin with exhaustion and relief. "But her oxygen levels are still dangerously low. She's not stable."

I nodded, unable to form words past the knot in my throat. Ellie was alive—for now. But the bluish tinge around her lips had only lessened slightly, her skin still carrying that terrible ashen quality that spoke of a body working far too hard for each breath.

"Keep her breathing," I managed finally. "I'm going to get us down."

Vivian's eyes widened slightly as she registered my intent, her gaze dropping to the blood still seeping from my abdomen. "You can't⁠—"

"I have to."

I turned away before she could argue further, focusing again on the cockpit.

The cacophony of alarms had intensified, layering into a symphony of electronic warnings. Beneath them, I could hear Anthony's voice—no longer cold and controlled, but cracked with panic.

I dragged myself past the final row of seats. The world narrowed to the rhythm of my movements—grab, pull, breathe, repeat. Each cycle cost more than the last, my reserves depleting with every inch gained.

I paused in the shadow of the doorframe, gathering what remained of my strength. Through the gap, I could see Anthony hunched over the controls, his shoulders rigid with tension. The wounded pilot slumped beside him, consciousness fading as blood loss took its inevitable toll. The instrument panel before them flashed with urgent warnings, red lights reflecting off the windshield like distant fires.

"You're overcompensating," the pilot murmured, his voice barely audible over the alarms. "Smaller movements… let the plane respond…."

Anthony ignored him, his hands white-knuckled on the yoke. Sweat poured down his face, dripping onto the controls and mingling with blood from his shoulder wound.

The radio crackled to life, James Carter's voice emerging from the static with remarkable clarity. "November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, you need to maintain a steady altitude. Pull back gently on the yoke—small, controlled movements only."

"I can't!" Anthony snapped, panic overwhelming his usual calculated demeanor. "Nothing's working right! The controls are fighting me!"

"That's because you're fighting the aircraft," Carter replied, his tone remaining professional despite the obvious crisis. "The Gulfstream wants to fly level. Work with it, not against it."

More warning alarms joined the chorus as Anthony jerked the yoke again, sending the plane into another stomach-lurching bank. Through the windshield, I could see clouds rushing past at an alarming speed, with occasional breaks revealing glimpses of the desert floor much closer than before. We were losing altitude with each overcorrection, each panicked movement bringing us closer to the ground in the worst possible way.

I scanned the cockpit doorway, searching for anything I could use. My service weapon was lost somewhere in the cabin behind me, dislodged during one of the plane's violent maneuvers. Anthony still had his gun, though it was holstered at his hip, momentarily forgotten as he struggled with the more immediate crisis of keeping the aircraft aloft.

My gaze landed on a heavy metal service pot resting on a shelf just inside the cockpit door. It was secured with a strap designed to keep items in place during turbulence, the polished silver surface reflecting the red warning lights in distorted patterns. I reached for it with blood-slicked fingers, the movement sending fresh waves of agony radiating from my gunshot wound.

"You're doing better," Carter's voice encouraged through the radio. "Now, try to bring the nose up just slightly. Smooth, even pressure."

The plane responded with reluctant obedience, leveling somewhat, though it was still losing altitude at an alarming rate. The altimeter on the dashboard spun downward in a blur of changing numbers, marking our descent in thousands of feet lost. Fifteen thousand feet. Fourteen. Thirteen.

I wrapped my fingers around the handle of the service pot, testing its weight. Heavy enough to do damage, light enough that I could wield it despite my injuries.

I unhooked the service pot from its restraint, my fingers leaving bloody prints on the polished silver surface. The weight of it settled into my palm with reassuring solidity. I took one final breath, steadying myself against the doorframe.

Anthony remained focused on the controls, oblivious to my presence behind him.

With the last reserves of my strength, I lunged into the cockpit, bringing the metal pot down in a vicious arc toward the back of Anthony's head. The blow connected with a sickening thud, metal meeting flesh and bone with brutal efficiency.
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Anthony’s unconscious form slid to the cockpit floor. His head lolled at an unnatural angle, blood continuing to stream from his injuries.

The victory brought no satisfaction, only a moment's relief that was immediately overtaken by the reality of our situation. The plane continued its uncontrolled descent, the controls abandoned. The pilot remained slumped across part of the instrument panel, either unconscious or dead—I couldn't tell which and had no time to check. Warning alarms still screamed from every speaker, red lights flashing urgent messages about system failures and critical malfunctions.

I dragged myself toward the pilot's seat, leaving Anthony's crumpled form behind me on the cockpit floor.

Behind me, in the main cabin, I could hear Vivian calling out Ellie's oxygen levels—still dangerously low, still threatening the tiny life I'd crossed desert and sky to save. My granddaughter had survived Anthony's revenge plot only to face death in the form of a damaged aircraft spinning toward the ground with no one at the controls.

I collapsed into the pilot's seat, my blood-slicked hands hovering over controls I barely understood. Through the windshield, the ground was now clearly visible—brown desert landscape rushing toward us at terrifying speed.

Blood dripped steadily from my fingertips onto the control yoke, making the already unfamiliar equipment treacherously slick. Through the windshield, the horizon tilted at a sickening angle—more ground than sky visible now as the aircraft continued its uncontrolled descent. Warning lights bathed the cockpit in a hellish red glow, and the altimeter's spinning numbers told a story with only one ending unless I found a way to change it.

I wrapped my fingers around the yoke, feeling the vibration of the troubled aircraft travel up my arms and into my broken body. Decades-old memories of a weekend flight course surfaced like shipwrecks from murky depths—a casual hobby I'd pursued after a case involving a small aircraft, never imagining it might someday be the only thing standing between my family and death. Single-engine Cessnas had nothing in common with this sophisticated Gulfstream jet beyond the most basic principles. The instrument panel before me might as well have been written in hieroglyphics.

The radio crackled to life, James Carter's voice cutting through the symphony of alarms with increased urgency. "November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, this is Las Vegas Approach. Your descent rate is critical. Pull back on the yoke immediately. Repeat, pull back now."

I tugged backward on the controls. The plane shuddered but continued its downward trajectory, barely acknowledging my input. The yoke felt heavy, resistant in a way that told me something fundamental was wrong with the aircraft's control systems.

"November-Seven-Three-Five-Lima-Foxtrot, I'm showing you at nine thousand feet and descending rapidly," Carter continued, professional calm beginning to fray around the edges. "Who am I speaking with? What's happening up there?"

I reached for the radio, leaving crimson smears on the transmit button. "Las Vegas Approach, this is FBI Agent Eva Rae Thomas. The pilot is incapacitated. I have minimal flight experience. The aircraft is… damaged."

There was the briefest pause before Carter responded, his tone shifting subtly to accommodate this new, dire information. "Copy that, Agent Thomas. I understand you're in a difficult situation. We're going to work through this together." The practiced reassurance of a professional trained to handle a crisis, though we both knew the reality we were facing. "First priority is to level your wings and stop your descent. Find the artificial horizon display—it looks like a line dividing blue from brown."

I scanned the bewildering array of instruments, finally locating the display he described. The indicator showed a dangerous bank to the right, the blue-brown line tilted at nearly forty-five degrees. I turned the yoke gradually to the left, forcing myself to make the small, controlled movements I remembered from basic flight training rather than the panicked jerks that had characterized Anthony's handling.

The plane responded sluggishly, the bank angle decreasing by inches rather than the immediate correction I'd hoped for. The altimeter continued its relentless countdown—eight thousand feet, seven thousand five hundred, seven thousand.

"She's not breathing again!" Vivian's voice carried from the main cabin, panic finally breaking through her professional reserve. "I'm starting CPR, but her oxygen levels were already critical!"

The words struck like physical blows. Behind me, my granddaughter's tiny heart had stopped again, her battle for life continuing even as I fought to keep us all from crashing into the desert floor. For a moment, the magnitude of responsibility threatened to overwhelm me completely—Ellie's life, Vivian's life, even the unconscious Anthony and wounded pilot, all depending on my ability to control an aircraft I barely understood with a body that was rapidly failing.

"Agent Thomas, I need a status update," Carter prompted when I remained silent too long. "Are you still with me?"

I forced myself back to the immediate crisis. "Still here," I replied, the words catching in my throat. "Having trouble leveling out. Controls are… resistant."

"That sounds like hydraulic damage," Carter said, his tone suggesting he was choosing his words carefully. "Try using the trim controls to help stabilize. They're the wheels located on the central console, labeled 'elevator trim' and 'aileron trim.'"

I located the wheels he described, one hand remaining on the yoke while I adjusted the trim with the other. The movement pulled at my gunshot wound, fresh warmth spreading across my abdomen as something tore inside. Black spots danced at the edges of my vision, consciousness threatening to flee entirely.

"Stay with me, Agent Thomas," Carter urged, as if sensing my struggle. "What's your altitude now?"

I forced my eyes to focus on the altimeter. "Six thousand feet," I reported, the number carrying the weight of rapidly diminishing options.

Through the cockpit door, I could hear Vivian counting compressions—"One, two, three…"—her voice steady despite the desperation of the situation. Each number marked another fraction of a second in my granddaughter's fight for survival.

I pulled back harder on the yoke, ignoring the screaming protest from my injuries.

"The hydraulic pressure is almost gone," I told Carter, watching the gauge drop toward the red zone with each passing second. "I don't think…."

I couldn't finish the sentence, couldn't voice the conclusion that was becoming inescapable. Outside the windshield, clouds parted to reveal the desert landscape below in terrible detail through the darkness. Too close. Far too close.

"Agent Thomas, listen to me," Carter's voice took on a new intensity. "You need to try for a controlled descent. Better to land on your terms than let the aircraft decide."

Land. The word seemed absurd in the context of our situation. This wouldn't be a landing—it would be a controlled crash at best, a violent impact that the airframe of even a luxury jet wasn't designed to withstand. And yet, it was our only chance.

"Talk me through it," I said to Carter, gathering what remained of my strength and focus for this final challenge. "How do I put this thing down without killing everyone on board?"

The altimeter continued its relentless countdown—five thousand feet, four thousand eight hundred, four thousand six hundred. Through breaks in the clouds, I could see features of the landscape growing more distinct with each passing second—individual trees becoming visible in the aircraft's light, the texture of the desert floor resolving from an abstract pattern into specific detail.

The desert floor filled the windshield now, no longer a distant concern but an immediate reality rushing toward us with inexorable speed. I tightened my grip on the yoke, blood-slick fingers finding purchase through sheer determination. Whatever happened in the next few minutes, I would face it as I had faced every challenge in my career—head-on, without surrender, fighting until the very end.


Chapter 49



The instrument panel swam before my eyes, dials and gauges blurring into meaningless shapes before sharpening again with each blink. The altimeter continued its merciless countdown—four thousand feet, thirty-eight hundred, thirty-six hundred. Red warning lights bathed the cockpit in a hellish glow, casting grotesque shadows across my blood-streaked arms and turning the pooling crimson beneath me into something darker, more ominous.

"Agent Thomas, I need you to level those wings first." James Carter's voice cut through the symphony of alarms with remarkable clarity. "Small movements only."

I squinted at the artificial horizon indicator, forcing my vision to focus despite the black spots dancing at its edges.

"Copy," I managed, the word scraping against my throat. I eased the yoke to the left, fighting the resistance that told me something fundamental was wrong with the aircraft's hydraulics. My broken ribs shifted with the movement, grinding together like broken glass inside my chest. I bit back a scream, tasting fresh copper on my tongue.

"That's it," Carter encouraged, his voice a lifeline stretching between ground and sky. "Just small adjustments. Think of it like touching a hot stove—quick, light contact."

The plane responded sluggishly, wings tilting back toward level with painful slowness. Every degree of correction felt like a victory purchased with blood and agony.

"How's your altitude?" Carter prompted when I remained silent too long.

I forced my gaze back to the instruments. "Three thousand two hundred," I reported, the number carrying the weight of rapidly diminishing options. My voice sounded alien to my ears—thin, thready, the voice of someone already halfway to death.

"You're still descending too quickly," Carter replied, professional calm masking what must have been grave concern. "Pull back on the yoke—gentle, steady pressure."

I complied, tugging backward against controls that felt increasingly unresponsive. Red spots bloomed across my vision like watercolor paint dropped on wet paper, expanding and contracting with each pulse of my heart.

"Christine," I whispered, my daughter's face swimming before me in the crimson haze. I had promised her. Promised I would bring Ellie home. The thought anchored me as consciousness threatened to slip away, giving me something to cling to besides pain and fear.

"I didn't catch that, Agent Thomas. Please repeat." Carter's voice pulled me back from the edge of darkness.

"Nothing," I gasped, blinking hard to clear my vision. "Talking to myself."

"Keep talking," he instructed, understanding immediately. "Helps me know you're still with us."

Us. The word encompassed more than just Carter and me—it included Vivian in the cabin behind me, fighting to keep my granddaughter's tiny heart beating. It included the unconscious pilot. Even Anthony, criminal architect of this nightmare, was part of that "us" now—all of us suspended between sky and earth, life and death.

A sudden burst of turbulence shook the aircraft, sending Anthony's body sliding across the floor again. I hadn't managed to secure him. My head snapped back against the seat, the impact momentarily whiting out my vision. When it cleared, the altimeter read two thousand feet. The ground seemed close enough to touch through the windshield.

"Vivian?" I called out, needing to know if Ellie still had a chance, if this desperate struggle to keep us aloft mattered at all.

"She's still with us!" came the reply from the main cabin, professional but strained. "Heart rate is thready but present!"

Still with us. Still fighting. The knowledge gave me a surge of strength I hadn't known I still possessed. I pulled back on the yoke with renewed determination. The aircraft's nose lifted slightly, our rate of descent slowing by fractions.

"That's it," Carter encouraged, noting the change in our descent rate on whatever instruments he was monitoring from the ground. "You're doing it, Agent Thomas. Keep that nose up."

The desert floor continued to rise toward us, but slightly slower now—a reprieve measured in seconds rather than minutes, but a reprieve nonetheless. I couldn't land this aircraft, not really. But perhaps I could crash it in a way that gave some of us a chance to survive. 

Perhaps I could keep my promise after all.
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Through the windshield, the desert landscape spread beneath us—rock formations, dry creek beds, patches of scrub vegetation—nothing resembling a runway or even a flat surface suitable for emergency landing.

"Hold on, Ellie," I whispered. "Grandma's going to get you home."

I watched the altimeter finally steady around twelve hundred feet—still dropping, but slowly enough now that the word "flying" could replace "falling" in whatever story might later be told of this day if any of us survived to tell it.

"You're doing great, Agent Thomas." James Carter's voice carried a hint of surprise beneath his professional calm. "You've stabilized your descent rate. How's your fuel situation?"

I forced my gaze to the fuel gauge, the numbers swimming before me before reluctantly coming into focus. "Half tanks," I reported, each word an effort that sent fresh ripples of pain across my battered ribcage. "Not our… primary concern."

"We're coordinating with emergency services on the ground," James continued, his tone suggesting he understood exactly what our primary concerns were—blood loss, failing hydraulics, a newborn fighting for each breath. "There's a regional airport twenty miles southeast with a long runway. I need you to turn to heading one-four-zero."

Twenty miles. In a functioning aircraft with a healthy pilot, five minutes of flying time. In our current condition, it might as well have been the distance to the moon. I glanced back at Vivian, who met my eyes briefly and gave a slight nod—Ellie was holding on, at least for now.

I tried to bank the aircraft toward the new heading, but the yoke resisted my efforts like something alive and stubborn. My arms trembled with the exertion.

"Your turn rate is good," Carter encouraged, apparently monitoring our every movement on his screens. "Maintain this bank angle, and you'll line up perfectly with the runway."

Anthony's unconscious body slid across the cockpit floor as the aircraft tilted, threatening to become a deadly projectile during our landing attempt—or crash, more likely.

A groan from my left drew my attention to the wounded pilot, whose eyelids fluttered open. His face remained gray with blood loss, but awareness had returned to eyes that had been vacant minutes before.

"Approach… speed…," he mumbled, professional instincts surfacing through pain and trauma. His blood-stained hand moved weakly toward the instruments, pointing to indicators I hadn't noticed before. "Down… gear… green lights…."

His strength failed before he could complete the instructions, head lolling forward as consciousness fled once more. But he'd given me critical information about the landing gear. I scanned the panel until I found the lever he must have been indicating, positioned on the center console between the seats.

"Do I… lower landing gear now?" I asked Carter, unsure of the proper procedure in our decidedly improper situation.

"Not yet," he advised. "You're still about ten miles out. We'll deploy gear on final approach. For now, I need you to start reducing your airspeed. Find the throttle levers and ease them back gradually."

I located the levers he described and pulled them back with fingers that felt disconnected from my body. The engine noise decreased slightly, the aircraft responding with a subtle change in its vibration pattern. The controls became even more sluggish with the reduced speed, requiring greater effort to maintain our heading.

"Five miles out," Carter reported, his voice taking on a new urgency. "You should be able to see the runway lights ahead of you."

I squinted through the windshield, forcing my tunneling vision to focus on the landscape ahead. For a moment, I saw nothing but darkness punctuated by the vague shapes of desert terrain. Then, miraculously, a line of lights appeared in the distance—a neat row of blue illumination marking the edges of what must be the runway.

"I see it," I confirmed, a surge of hope giving momentary strength to my failing body. "Runway in sight."

"Good," Carter replied, relief evident even through the professional detachment he maintained. "Now, I need you to lower your landing gear. Pull the lever you identified earlier."

I complied, tugging at the gear lever with fingers that seemed to belong to someone else. A series of mechanical groans emanated from beneath the aircraft, followed by a thunk I felt through the floor as the landing gear deployed. Three green lights illuminated on the panel, confirming what the pilot had tried to tell me—gear down and locked.

"Landing gear… confirmed," I reported, the words coming in gasps now as breathing became increasingly difficult. Each inhalation felt like sucking air through a wet cloth, my lungs struggling against the liquid I suspected was filling them. Internal bleeding, probably, to accompany the external hemorrhaging that had soaked through the seat and my clothing.

"You're doing perfectly," Carter assured me, though we both knew "perfect" had no place in our desperate situation. "Now for the approach. Keep your airspeed steady, nose slightly up. The runway is long enough that you don't need to worry about a precise touchdown point—just keep it lined up with the centerline."

Through the windshield, I could now make out emergency vehicles positioned along the runway's edge, their lights flashing in red and blue urgency. Ambulances, fire trucks, police cruisers—a welcoming committee for our battered aircraft and its more battered occupants.

"Is there… someone for the baby?" I asked, the question seemingly disconnected from landing procedures but suddenly the only thing that mattered to me.

"Full neonatal team standing by," Carter confirmed, understanding immediately. "They've been briefed on her condition."

The relief that flooded through me was more powerful than pain, than fear, than the approaching darkness that hovered at the edges of my consciousness.

"One mile out," Carter advised. "Start your descent now. Nose down just slightly, steady approach."

I eased the yoke forward, feeling the aircraft respond agonizingly slowly. The runway lights grew larger, more defined, the centerline now visible as a broken white path guiding us home. Behind me, I heard Vivian calling out Ellie's vital signs—stable but critical, each number a testament to my granddaughter's tenacity and the nurse's skill.

"Five hundred feet," Carter reported, his voice taking on an edge of tension he could no longer fully suppress. "Looking good, Agent Thomas. Just keep it coming down nice and easy."

The ground rushed up with increasing speed, details of the runway becoming sharper with each passing second. Concrete, painted markings, the waiting emergency vehicles—all growing from toy-size to life-size as we descended.

"You can do this," Carter said, the words carrying more faith than evidence warranted. "Your granddaughter needs you to land this plane."

Ellie. Christine. The faces of my family flashed before me, giving me one final surge of strength as consciousness threatened to slip away entirely. I tightened my grip on the controls, ignoring the warm flow of blood that ran down my wrists with the movement.

"Landing," I whispered, though whether the word was confirmation to Carter or prayer to whatever forces might be listening, I couldn't have said.

The runway lights stretched before us like an illuminated path, guiding us home from the darkness—if only my failing body and this failing aircraft could follow it for these final crucial moments. I focused every remaining fragment of my consciousness on the task, on the promise, on the tiny life that depended on these last seconds of flight.

Whatever happened next, I had gotten Ellie this far. So close to home, so close to safety. As the wheels of our damaged aircraft approached the concrete below, I held that thought like a talisman against the darkness closing in from all sides.

So close.
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The impact came with bone-jarring force, the wheels slamming against concrete with a sound like thunder. My teeth clacked together, biting through my lower lip as my body wrenched against the restraints, broken ribs shifting beneath my skin like tectonic plates. The yoke jerked in my hands as the aircraft bounced, then slammed down again—a second impact that sent lightning bolts of pure agony radiating from my gunshot wound. I tasted fresh blood, copper-bright and hot, pooling in my mouth as I fought to keep the plane centered on the runway's glowing spine.

"Front wheel down!" Carter's voice crackled through the radio, professional demeanor strained by urgency. "Full brake pressure now!"

I jammed my feet against the pedals, each movement a fresh negotiation with pain that threatened to drag me into unconsciousness. The aircraft shuddered violently as the brakes engaged, the smell of burning rubber flooding the cockpit in acrid waves.

"Straight down the centerline," Carter instructed. "You're doing great."

Great was a laughable assessment of our situation—careening down a runway at over a hundred miles per hour in a damaged aircraft piloted by a dying woman. But I clung to his encouragement like a lifeline, focusing on the simple mechanics of keeping the nose wheel aligned with the painted markings that streaked beneath us.

Through the windshield, emergency vehicles raced alongside our slowing aircraft, their red and blue lights spinning in hypnotic patterns that threatened to lull me into the darkness hovering at the edges of my vision. I blinked hard, tasting salt and copper as sweat mixed with blood on my lips. Not yet. I couldn't surrender yet.

"How's Ellie?" I called out, the words emerging as a rasp barely audible over the screaming brakes and rattling airframe.

"Stable!" Vivian shouted back, her voice tight with the strain of protecting both herself and my granddaughter during our violent landing. "Heart rate elevated but regular!"

The knowledge gave me the strength to press harder on the brakes despite my failing body's protests. The aircraft slowed further, the violent shuddering gradually subsiding to a more manageable vibration. Through the side windows, I could now make out individual figures in the emergency vehicles—firefighters in bulky gear, paramedics readying equipment, police officers establishing a perimeter.

A sudden grinding noise erupted from beneath us, metal screaming against concrete as the port-side landing gear finally surrendered to the damage it had sustained. The plane tilted sharply to the left, the wing dipping toward the runway surface. Sparks erupted in a fountain of white-hot light as metal scraped against concrete, illuminating the cockpit in strobing flashes that sent daggers of pain through my skull.

"Hold on!" I shouted to Vivian, though the warning came too late for any meaningful preparation.

The uneven weight distribution sent us into a slow, grinding spin across the runway, the nose of the aircraft swinging right as the failing landing gear created a pivot point. I fought against the movement, muscles screaming as I tried to counteract the physics working against us. The control yoke jerked violently in my hands, nearly tearing my shoulders from their sockets as systems failed in cascade.

And then, with a final shudder that rattled every bolt and rivet in the airframe, we stopped. The sudden silence was almost more disorienting than the cacophony that had preceded it—the absence of screaming alarms and grinding metal creating a vacuum of sound that felt unnatural after so much chaos.

The wounded pilot stirred beside me, consciousness returning with our sudden stillness. "Fire…," he mumbled, eyes focusing on something beyond my shoulder. "Potential fire… evacuate…."

I turned to follow his gaze, seeing a thin trail of smoke rising from where the damaged wing had scraped against the runway. With the last reserves of my strength, I reached for the door release mechanism, fingers fumbling across controls slick with my own blood.

"Emergency exits," I gasped, my voice a barely audible whisper now as blood loss claimed more territory from consciousness. "Need to… open…."

I slammed my palm against the release, feeling rather than hearing the pneumatic hiss as the mechanism engaged. The door separated from the fuselage with a metallic groan, emergency slides deploying automatically to create escape paths from both the main cabin door and the cockpit exit.

Behind me, I heard Vivian moving quickly through the cabin, her footsteps sure despite the aircraft's tilted floor. "She's still with us," the nurse called out, her voice tight but controlled as she undid the straps securing Ellie's carrier. "I've got her."

Anthony Piatkowski groaned from the floor, the landing impact having jolted him back toward consciousness. His eyes flickered open, confusion giving way to calculation as he registered our situation.

Before he could move, emergency responders swarmed through the open doors, their voices calling out to one another in controlled urgency.

"Critical infant coming out first!" Vivian shouted over the chaos, her medical authority cutting through the confusion. "Neonatal team ready?"

A paramedic in blue scrubs pushed forward, hands already extended to receive Ellie's carrier. "Here! We've got the isolette prepped and waiting!"

I watched through tunneling vision as my granddaughter was passed carefully from Vivian's bloodstained hands to the paramedic's gloved ones. The oxygen hood still covered most of her tiny face, but I caught a glimpse of her chest rising and falling with shallow breaths—still fighting, still alive. The sight sent a wave of relief through me more powerful than any painkiller.

"FBI agent with gunshot wound!" Vivian was shouting, pointing toward me as she followed Ellie's carrier out. "Abdominal trauma, hypovolemic shock, probable internal bleeding!"

Hands reached for me, gentle but urgent as they assessed my injuries with professional efficiency. I tried to speak, to tell them about my broken ribs, about the head injury, about anything that might help them save my life. But my voice had abandoned me, strength fleeing with each heartbeat that pushed more blood through the wound in my abdomen.

"We've got you, Agent Thomas," someone said, their face swimming into focus then retreating into a blur as they eased me from the pilot's seat. "Stay with us."

I felt myself being lifted, the movement sending fresh waves of agony radiating outward from my core. Through the haze of approaching unconsciousness, I saw more emergency responders entering the aircraft, some moving toward the injured pilot while others approached Anthony with weapons drawn.

"Federal prisoner!" I managed to gasp, the words bubbling through blood that filled my mouth. "Fugitive…."

"We know," a police officer assured me, securing Anthony's wrists with zip ties as the criminal struggled to orient himself. "Agent Miller briefed us. He's not going anywhere."

The stretcher beneath me moved through the aircraft door and down the emergency slide, now configured as a medical evacuation ramp. Emergency lights painted everything in pulsing reds and blues, the colors bleeding into one another as my vision failed.

I turned my head with monumental effort, searching for Ellie among the organized chaos of the emergency response. There—across the tarmac, a team of paramedics huddled around an infant isolette, their movements quick but precise as they transferred my granddaughter into the specialized transport. An ambulance waited, doors open, interior lights revealing medical equipment designed for the smallest and most vulnerable patients.

One of the paramedics leaned over Ellie, hands moving in the rhythmic pattern of chest compressions. My heart froze at the sight, then hammered painfully against my broken ribs. No. Not after everything. Not when we were so close.

I tried to speak, to call out, to demand information about my granddaughter's condition. But darkness rose up like floodwater, submerging consciousness beneath its inexorable tide. The last thing I saw before surrendering to its pull was Ellie being loaded into the ambulance, a paramedic still performing CPR on her tiny chest as the doors began to close.

"She's a fighter," someone said near my ear, the words following me down into darkness. "Just like her grandmother."

And then nothing.


Epilogue



I awoke to unfamiliar stillness, the urgent alarms and warning lights replaced by the steady, monotonous beep of a single monitor. Sunlight streamed through half-closed blinds, casting bars of gold across the institutional blue blanket covering my lower body. Something had changed while I'd been under—not just the lighting or the reduced pain or the strange clarity that had replaced the medication fog—but something fundamental. The air itself felt different, as if it carried less weight.

The clock on the wall read 10:17 a.m., but the date beneath it made me blink in confusion. Three days had passed since my last clear memory—Ellie being loaded into an ambulance, paramedics performing CPR on her tiny chest. Three days lost to surgical anesthesia and pain medication. Three days during which my granddaughter had either lived or died.

I took inventory of my body with the detached precision I'd cultivated through years in the field. The bullet wound in my abdomen throbbed with dull persistence rather than the sharp, wet agony I remembered. My broken ribs still protested with each breath, but the grinding sensation had diminished to something more bearable. The cast on my arm felt lighter somehow, as if my body had already adapted to its presence. Even the various tubes and wires seemed fewer than before, suggesting some progress.

"Eva Rae." Matt's voice, warm with relief, drew my attention to the chair beside my bed. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the stubble on his jaw had grown past the point of deliberate to something more desperate. His clothes—the same ones he'd worn in my last memory—hung on his frame with the rumpled heaviness of garments that had been slept in more than once. But his smile—that was new, genuine in a way I hadn't seen since before Ellie's kidnapping.

"You're really back," he said, reaching for a plastic cup on the side table. "Here, small sips."

The cool water felt like a miracle. I swallowed carefully, testing the limits of my damaged body before attempting speech.

"Ellie?" Her name emerged as a rasp, every other question I had compressed into those two syllables.

Matt's smile deepened, crow's feet crinkling at the corners of his eyes as he reached for the call button. "She's going to be fine. The surgery was successful."

The simple declaration hit me with physical force. Surgery. Successful. Fine. Each word penetrated the protective numbness I'd built around my fears, releasing something hot and tremulous behind my eyes.

"Surgery?" I managed, my voice stronger now, pushing through the tightness in my throat.

Matt nodded, taking my hand in his. His palm felt warm against my skin that suddenly seemed too cold despite the sunlight stretching across the bed.

"They performed an emergency procedure the day after we arrived," he explained, his thumb tracing small circles on the back of my hand. "The cardiologist found a ventricular septal defect—a hole between the chambers of her heart that should have closed before birth. It was complicated by pulmonary hypertension from the altitude exposure."

I processed this information through the residual haze of pain medication.

"They were able to repair it?" I asked, searching Matt's face for any sign that he might be softening the truth.

"Completely," he confirmed, and something in his steady gaze told me this wasn't a comforting lie. "The surgeon said she responded remarkably well. They were able to take her off the ventilator yesterday. She's breathing on her own now, maintaining oxygen levels without assistance." His voice caught slightly. "She's stronger than anyone expected, Eva. The doctors keep using the word 'miraculous.'"

Relief washed through me in a wave so powerful it left me light-headed. The machines beside my bed registered the spike in my heart rate, but for once, the change wasn't from pain or fear. Ellie was alive. More than alive—healing, breathing, fighting her way back from the edge I'd pulled her from.

I tried to sit up, needing suddenly to be more than a passive recipient of this news. The movement sent a flare of pain radiating outward from my surgical site, drawing a sharp hiss through my clenched teeth.

"Easy," Matt cautioned, his hand moving to my shoulder. "You're still putting yourself back together."

I ignored him, pushing myself more carefully into a semi-upright position. The room tilted briefly before stabilizing, my vision adjusting to the new perspective with frustrating slowness.

"I need to see her," I said, the words somewhere between statement and demand.

The door opened before Matt could respond, a nurse entering with brisk efficiency. She wore green scrubs that matched her alert eyes, and her dark hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail.

"Good morning, Agent Thomas," she said, taking in my elevated position with a professionally neutral expression. "I see you're fully awake now. How's your pain level on a scale of one to ten?"

"Four," I lied, knowing it was closer to six but unwilling to be sedated again. "I need to see my granddaughter."

The nurse checked the monitors beside my bed, making notes in an electronic chart with practiced movements. "Dr. Mathews will be doing rounds in about an hour. We can discuss getting you mobile after he's had a chance to examine your surgical site."

"I don't need to be examined. I need to see my granddaughter." My voice took on the edge I'd used countless times in interrogation rooms, the tone that made even hardened criminals reconsider their silence.

The nurse paused, meeting my gaze directly. "Agent Thomas, you underwent major abdominal surgery three days ago. You lost a significant amount of blood. You have four broken ribs and various other injuries that⁠—"

"I landed a plane with those injuries," I interrupted, the memory of controls slick with my blood flashing behind my eyes. "I can certainly manage a trip down the hall in a wheelchair."

Matt sighed beside me, the sound equal parts exasperation and affection. "Eva Rae, maybe we should wait⁠—"

"No." The word came out sharper than I'd intended. I softened my voice with effort, looking from Matt to the nurse. "Please. I need to see that she's okay. I need to see it for myself."

Matt shrugged slightly, a gesture that said more clearly than words: “You can try stopping her, but I wouldn't recommend it.”

"I'll get a wheelchair," she conceded, turning toward the door. "And let the NICU know you're coming. But no more than 15 minutes, and if your vitals drop or your pain increases, we come straight back. Those aren't negotiable terms."

I nodded, willing to accept whatever conditions meant I could see Ellie with my own eyes. As the nurse left, Matt helped adjust my pillows, his movements gentle but efficient.

"You're impossible, you know that?" he murmured, but his eyes held something besides irritation—a glimmer of the respect that had formed the foundation of our relationship long before it evolved into love.

"So I've been told," I replied, the familiar exchange almost normal, a small piece of our regular life resurfacing in this sterile room filled with monitors and medication.

The nurse returned with a wheelchair, and the prospect of seeing Ellie gave me a strength that surpassed the pain medication flowing through my IV. My granddaughter was alive. She was healing. And in a few minutes, I would see for myself the miracle that had happened while I'd been lost in medicated darkness.
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Matt took control of the wheelchair, pushing me out into the corridor with careful attention to the smoothness of his movements. Each tiny bump and turn sent ripples of discomfort through my abdomen, the surgical site protesting even this minimal activity after days of immobility. I gripped the armrests tightly, focusing on the destination rather than the journey.

We turned a corner, and the corridor opened into a wider area dominated by a large viewing window. Beyond the glass, the NICU spread in a careful arrangement of incubators, monitors, and medical staff moving with practiced efficiency among their tiny charges. My eyes scanned the room, instinctively searching for the incubator.

And then I saw them—Christine sitting in a rocking chair near the window, cradling a small bundle wrapped in a pale yellow blanket. Not in an incubator. Not connected to the forest of tubes and wires I had expected. Just a mother holding her baby, a sight so ordinary and yet so miraculous that my throat constricted painfully around a sudden rush of emotion.

Matt stopped the wheelchair directly in front of the window. "She was moved out of the critical care section yesterday," he explained, his voice warm with pride and relief. "She still needs monitoring, but she's stable enough to be held for extended periods."

I pressed my palm against the glass, as if I could reach through it and touch them. Christine looked up at that moment, her exhausted face brightening as she caught sight of us. She smiled—a genuine, unguarded smile that erased the tension that had marked her features since Ellie's kidnapping—and carefully shifted the bundle in her arms so that I could see a tiny pink face framed by the soft blanket.

"Her color," I whispered, noting the healthy flush that had replaced the terrifying blue tinge I remembered from the plane. "She's pink."

"Oxygen saturation holding steady at 98%," Matt confirmed, his hand resting lightly on my shoulder. "Heart function improving by the hour."

The clinical assessment couldn't capture the transformation I was witnessing. This wasn't the desperately ill infant that had been in an oxygen hood while I was fighting to keep a damaged aircraft aloft. This was a baby emerging from crisis, tiny features relaxed in sleep rather than contorted in the struggle to breathe.

A nurse approached Christine, spoke briefly, then gestured toward us. Christine nodded, gathering Ellie closer to her chest as she stood.

"They're going to let us in," Matt explained, already moving the wheelchair toward the NICU entrance. "Just need to wash up first."

The NICU protocols were simultaneously reassuring and frustrating—hand sanitizing, visitor badges, and a brief health screening that felt ironic given my obvious patient status. Through it all, I maintained the outward calm I'd perfected over years of high-stakes operations, though my heart hammered against my broken ribs with an anticipation that had nothing to do with FBI training.

Finally, we entered the unit itself, the sound-dampened environment wrapping around us like a cocoon of hushed voices and gentle electronic tones. Christine stood waiting just inside, Ellie cradled securely in her arms. My daughter's face showed the aftermath of fear and sleeplessness, but her eyes held a steady light.

"Mom," she said simply, the word carrying the weight of all we'd been through. Her gaze dropped to my hospital gown, the IV lines, the visible evidence of what this rescue had cost. Something flickered in her expression—guilt, gratitude, love so fierce it bordered on pain.

"I told you I'd bring her home," I said, the promise I'd made now fulfilled, the circle closed between us.

Christine's composure cracked then, tears welling in eyes so like my own. "The doctors said… they said if you hadn't gotten her back when you did, if she hadn't received treatment when she did…." She shook her head, unable to complete the sentence.

"But she did," Matt reminded gently, positioning my wheelchair closer to them. "That's what matters now."

Christine nodded, blinking back tears as she carefully transferred Ellie into my waiting arms. The weight of her—so slight yet somehow more substantial than I would have thought—settled against my chest with a rightness that made my breath catch. I cradled her head in my palm, marveling at the soft, dark hair that had already grown thicker in the days since I'd seen her.

I couldn't speak; the lump in my throat was too large for words to navigate around. Instead, I gazed down at the tiny face now peaceful in sleep, her lips slightly parted, her chest rising and falling with the easy rhythm that had been so desperately absent on the plane. Tiny fingers flexed unconsciously, then closed around my index finger with surprising strength when I offered it.

That grasp—so small yet so determined—broke something open inside me. Tears slipped down my cheeks, falling onto the blanket in dark spots. I didn't try to hide them or wipe them away. After decades of maintaining control in the most brutal circumstances, after compartmentalizing emotions that might interfere with the job, after building walls between the FBI agent and the woman beneath the badge—I surrendered completely to this moment.

"Hello, Ellie," I whispered, my voice rough with everything I couldn't say aloud. The tiny hand tightened around my finger in response, as if acknowledging her name, acknowledging our shared survival, acknowledging the bond forged in crisis that would connect us forever.

THE END
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for reading No More Lies (Eva Rae Thomas #20). The idea for this book came to me recently while I was in Vegas for my best friend’s wedding. The city stayed with me long after I flew home. The lights, the energy, the secrets tucked behind every corner. All of it made me wonder what kind of case would pull Eva Rae into a place like this. And when her granddaughter went missing in the previous book, I knew it could only be to Vegas.

Now, the story for Clarissa Jones was taken from a real story I read once. This young girl in high school in South Africa became best friends with another girl who looked just like her, and that later led to her finding out that she was actually stolen as a baby. The girl was her sister. You can read the story here:

https://www.newsweek.com/i-discovered-high-school-best-friend-was-missing-sister-1726875

If you don’t remember Anthony Piatkowski, he was the villain in book 2, called What You Did. That’s when we first met him, and we got his entire story.

Thank you again for all your wonderful reviews and support. It means so much to me.

Take care,

Willow
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If you don’t remember Anthony Piatkowski, he was the villain in book 2, called What You Did. That’s when we first met him, and we got his entire story.

Thank you again for all your wonderful reviews and support. It means so much to me.

Take care,
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Willow Rose is a multi-million-copy best-selling Author and an Amazon ALL-star Author of more than 100 novels.

Several of her books have reached the top 10 of ALL books in the Amazon store in the US, UK, and Canada.
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