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Author’s Note
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THIS NOVEL IS SET IN Canada and some of my fellow Canadians may note apparent familiarity with the “federal police” in this book. Please remember that this is a work of fiction and not a police procedural. It is not meant to represent, or depict the practices of any one organization. 

Readers, also note that some themes of exploitation and violence are referenced in this work. Reader discretion is strongly encouraged. Now, welcome home...
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TO THAT NEIGHBOR FROM nine years ago...
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Prologue
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BRITTANY EZE WAS GETTING arrested today. Her plan was simple. She ran through it in her mind as she walked out into the sunshine from the shade of a shop’s overhang. Her petite frame was overshadowed by the large shopping center behind her.

The space next to the garbage on her right was a great spot to ditch her backpack. The only things she needed were hidden from view. One in her pocket, the other strapped to her forearm underneath her sleeve. Small details, but each piece amounted to her end goal. Ricky wouldn’t be happy with her change to his plans. But that was the least of her concerns. She hoped he would understand eventually.

Brittany still had some time before her target arrived, but she remained on alert. Ricky had reviewed her task and made sure she was out the door by eight o’clock. Which meant she had arrived at the mall early. It was late morning now.

Ricky was in charge of all the kids, although a teenager himself. He had strict instructions for what she would do today, but Brittany had other plans. She had never done anything like this before, but one of the Big Kids must have noticed her skills with a knife. Discarded throwing knives she had found in the basement. Brit suspected Ricky was responsible for their presence, but she kept quiet.

Running wasn’t an option. It had never been in the cards. Not while they had her parents.

Brittany took a moment to feel the sunshine on her chocolate-milk skin. She stayed inside most afternoons, not seeing the sun, eyes glued to a computer screen. A pox on genius. The weather was cooperating for once. British Columbia was pretty this time of the year. She rarely got to enjoy it.

Whenever she was allowed free time, usually at night, she spent it practicing her throwing in the spacious basement, or reading as many books as Ricky could get her. He wasn’t supposed to bring anything unsanctioned into the house, but he snuck her a book from the neighborhood street library whenever he could. Just like he set up a mannequin for her target practice. The adults weren’t supposed to know. Too bad they found out.

She took in the scene around her. There were families on weekend shopping trips. Some younger adults in pairs weaving through the parking lot. Older folks meandering in and out of the mall. Familiar scenes in the way days long lost are.

It was still early, so few people her age milled about. The teenagers didn’t get here till noon or later—according to Ricky anyway. She was home-schooled—if you could call it that—so she didn’t know much about real-life teens. Ricky told her movies exaggerated everything. Her recent surveillance sessions with Ricky had helped.

Brittany made her way from the shadowed area, staying in the blind spot of the CCTV camera angled towards the parking lot. Ricky had assured her the cameras would be jammed, but still.

Flipping up the hood of her sweatshirt, she clocked a woman calling out to two girls—matching bone structures identified them as twins. They looked to be six or seven—younger than the kids she lived with. Their faces were lit with mischief, running ahead of the woman she hoped was their mother, given the similar hair color and facial features. One shouldn’t assume these things.

The woman appeared young but had a tone that brooked no nonsense. Brittany rubbed a spot on her chest, willing images of her own mother away. The last picture of her parents she had seen came a week ago. Her annual evidence of life. More like threat renewal. She refocused on her surroundings, making her way into the large shopping center.

Blending in was important, so Brittany tried to measure her steps to match the occasional shopper. She walked by a toy store with a large “Build your own bear” sign. A few clothing stores, a shoe store, and a jewelry store.

Her heart rate picked up speed as she made it to the escalators. There was a fashion store on the second level that catered to younger folks. That was her destination. She just had to make one quick stop to the washroom area. Then get to the designated store without drawing attention to herself.

Brittany’s strides shortened as she finally got to the store, browsing the shoe section first. Then the rows of summer tops and pretty dresses. Summer would be here soon, but it was just another season for her. Summer breaks were not a thing in her world. She avoided the fitting rooms, and the service lady standing at the nearby desk.

Brittany’s eyes went to the seating area just outside the store. Then to the barbershop on the other side of the center aisle opposite her. He wasn’t here yet.

There was a security station on the south side of this level, a guard stationed there at all times. But she had noticed a pattern. One guard on patrol came to this area regularly. The neighborhood wasn’t anything like some parts of downtown Vancouver, but one time she was here, windows got smashed, and the number of patrols increased. Brittany was supposed to wait until the guard was far away, but that was not part of her plan.

Could she do it? Could she exchange one prison for another? Brittany went to the other corner of the store to make sure the guard was doing her job. A woman in a blue uniform and green reflective vest walked down the hall, eyes scanning the walkways and entrance to each store. Brittany glanced at her watch. Ten more minutes. She continued her browsing, returning to the same clothes she had seen before.

The patter of feet running in Brittany’s direction distracted her from her vigil. It was the twins again, barreling into the store. One came in, her French braid adorned with purple ladybugs dancing from side to side in time with her feet. The second twin had yellow ladybugs. The girls chattered as they flitted from one rack to the other. Oohing and ahing over the friendship bracelets and hair accessories on another rack.

The woman from earlier followed at a more reasonable pace, a look of fond tolerance on her face. A few hairs were sticking out of her bun though. Brittany’s eyes remained glued to the small group, though her subconscious tugged her in the direction of her primary purpose.

The girls looked up once the woman caught up to them, their eyes going wide as they said a few words Brittany couldn’t make out. The woman nodded, collected the items the girls gave her and waved them towards the cushions outside, while she walked to the till.

Brittany’s eyes returned to the shop across from her. Her feet froze as she noticed two men instead of one, going in. Big Kids she had seen at the Home once. Both barely adult, but tall, broad-shouldered, and sporting long brown curly hair. They hadn’t seen her yet, and one of them was speaking to a man with an apron tied around his waist. The comb in his hair made for a comical look if Brittany was in the mood to laugh. She wasn’t.

Brittany forced her feet to move. As she walked towards the exit sign of the clothing store, one of the men wearing a black polo shirt shifted his stance, glancing across the mall’s center aisle and catching sight of her in the process. It was the brother; he wasn’t supposed to be here. Her mark came once a month to the same shop to get a haircut. Why was he with someone this time!?

It was now or never.

Polo Shirt squinted, then his eyes widened, and he stepped away from his brother in Brittany’s direction. Brittany reached into her sleeve, pulling out an object from the case strapped there. The twins were sitting just to her left, but she had no other option.

Both sides of the mall’s second level were connected by perpendicular walkways. One of those walkways was in front of her, close to where the girls were seated, and Polo Shirt would stop her if she didn’t do something in the next few seconds. He was already too close. She raised her right arm, drew her elbow down and back, and let the metal fly. Bullseye.

It was like an old Nollywood movie in slow motion. Polo Shirt realized what happened. He glanced back at his brother, now lying on the floor and shouting in pain, then at the security lady sprinting in their direction. Narrowing his eyes, he spotted the children who had crouched at the first shout, but were now standing, calling out, “Mama”. He caught Brittany’s eye, hooked an arm around the two small squirming bodies, and ran.

By then, she was on the floor, hands restrained behind her, and a woman’s knee on her back. Brittany choked back a sob as she vaguely registered their mother’s distress. She saw the woman bolt after them from the corner of her eyes. But she knew. The twins were gone. There was only one guard on the scene, and Brittany was the immediate priority. Armed and dangerous. But less so than the man who got away.
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SHE WAS GOING HOME. Not today, but soon. The words reverberated in her brain with every morning she saw. The closer her release day crept, the louder the echo. She studiously shut out her worry about where “home” would be exactly.

Brit Eze had come a long way from her first time here ten years ago. No more strict lines. No high wire fences...at least on this side of the wall. The other side of the concrete slabs was a different story. One she had intimate knowledge of until about a year ago. Max security was vastly different from her current medium/minimum security situation. Although the grounds held all three levels of security, it’d felt foreign when she was transferred, but not anymore.

Brit took a deep breath, preparing for her daily two-kilometer run. She tried to vary the route, but she was itching to see the park today, so she headed in that direction. She pulled up the zipper on her gray windbreaker, placing one foot in front of the other in a rhythm that was as natural as breathing.

Spring in lower mainland British Columbia brought some rain—less so than winter—but the air was crisp and refreshing. The movements of her pounding feet kept her sane. The cardio workout was not a bad bonus. Maybe she could list that as one of the benefits of prison the next time a journalist stopped by. Brit grinned to herself, acknowledging her twisted sense of humor.

She increased her pace as she passed the row of houses in her assigned section of Les Colombes Women’s Corrections Center. This part of the reduced-security facility held two-to-four-bedroom homes, with a green space the size of a soccer field at the far end of the area she was allowed to go. Brit pumped her arms, running by structures arranged in symmetrical lines holding offices, a library and a few classrooms. She felt the breeze cool her face as she passed a medical station, and a large kitchen—which was more for storage since they had kitchens in their houses.

A greenhouse sat beside the medical building, and a visitor’s center was behind a special barrier. The maximum-security part of the facility was on the other side of a tall concrete fence. She had exactly two running routes available to her. But it was better than a crowded exercise area, or an enclosed circle smaller than a basketball court. And she was allowed more freedom as she prepared to transition into a half-way house.

Brit had a meeting with her pre-release support worker later today. The woman—Bethany—had her hands full, so the meeting was scheduled for fifteen minutes. Brit was to come prepped to talk about her future aspirations. Her conditions of release mandated at least one month in a community-based residential facility with twenty-four-hour monitoring. She could then transition into a more independent residence.

Brit scoffed as she thought about the assignment Bethany gave her. What dreams could a girl incarcerated at fourteen have? She’d snuffed out dreaming at eight, and no matter what fought for air in her mind, she never gave it room to grow. There was just wake up, survive, keep quiet, and keep her parents alive. Her time in the minimum-security facility came with dog grooming work, so she’d written that on the assigned form. Brit also had shifts at the greenhouse, but those were not as enjoyable as being outside with the canines.

Her real passion was inaccessible to her. It had been over ten years since Brit opened a proper computer. Old desktops and the jail’s internet ban made that a tricky endeavor. She was itching to find out what had changed since her imprisonment. Reading and reintegration courses just weren’t enough for the extent of skills she had.

Brit increased her pace to a sprint. Better to focus on the burning of her lungs. And the wind carrying away her troubled thoughts. The future was too uncertain.

***
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Sweat dripping down her back, Brit pushed the bedroom door closed behind her, clenching a standard white envelope in one fist. The letter had reversed the effects of her run as soon as she received it. She didn’t get mail often. Apart from the annual one she knew to expect, no one else wrote her. Valeria, her only friend outside the Pen, was more of a visiting friend, and snail mail had never been her thing. Brit sank onto the single bed lodged on the right wall of her small room. She had thought it spacious and luxurious when she first moved. It now felt like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room. She glanced at the single open window above her bed and forced herself to take deep breaths.

Lifting the edges of the envelope flap, one centimeter at a time, she tried not to rip the thin paper. It tore anyway. Huffing in frustration, she gave in, continuing the tear line at the top of the envelope. The flimsy thing was going in the incinerator anyway. She shook out its contents onto her thin blue blanket and swallowed, staring at the back of a picture. She took a moment to close her eyes and take yet another deep breath. Flipping the picture over, she grimaced, holding her body as rigid as possible. There was no one to watch her fall apart, but years of keeping everything under lock and key left behind habits she hadn’t broken...yet.

Staring at her from the four-by-six-inch photo paper were two faces that might as well be strangers. Deep vertical groves resided in the woman’s forehead, skin coarse and dry. A nose Brit found in the mirror every day mocked her from the picture. The man had matching frown lines. Gray hairs were barely visible with a short haircut. Someone once said she had his eyes. They were growing old. Brit was too, and neither of them were here to see it. Not that they would be thrilled with her current residence. She picked up the accompanying paper. Barely a scrap of white, it held one sentence.

“Hey, Parrot, no need to worry, we’re always here.”

How she hated them. The ones behind the camera, pulling the strings on her parents. She couldn’t be sure her parents were still alive. Computers were powerful tools after all, but she held on to the slim chance that they hadn’t gotten rid of them yet. They had needed her father back then. And if her childhood understanding of his skill was anything to go by, he would still be useful. God, I just want my family back, she prayed. She wasn’t sure if it would do any good. Prayer had lived on her tongue as a child. A childhood she had left behind many years before.

Brit hoped the leverage she had would be the key to getting her parents out. Hope. That was all she was clinging to. That and a buried desire to see those behind all this burn.

* * *
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Brit stepped into the room, spotting Valeria immediately. Her friend’s visits were a highlight in her week. It was the one time she could let herself relax. Valeria was a beauty, with her vibrant wavy black hair and perfectly tanned skin. She had bright hazel eyes framed by a flawless face Brit had envied when they first met. Which was remarkable, as they had been teenagers at the time. Brit smiled as Valeria noticed her standing by the sliding doors.

Brit strolled over, past similar scenes of loved ones clustered around tables, and those sitting in the adjoined courtyard. The fence and guard beyond it made sure everyone kept to the designated visitor area.

Brit stopped in front of Valeria and held her arms open. “Hello, friend.”

“Brit! You’re looking good.” Valeria settled back in her seat. “You will never guess what happened this week. Jordan finally asked me out! I was shocked at first. He came up to me after service on Sunday and casually asked to go skating before the season ends. You were so right. The green dress worked like a charm.” Pausing for a breath, Valeria narrowed her eyes at her friend’s incredulous look. “What’s wrong?”

Brit smiled. “Nothing’s wrong. I just find it interesting that you are prattling on about your date as if we are at a tea party and not in a prison visitor’s center.”

Valeria rolled her eyes. “You’re so extra. I am excited about something, and I am sharing it with my friend. Now, as I was saying, he complimented the green dress. That was a first. And after all those long glances across the lawn, or occasional chats at Bible study, he finally made a move.”

Brittany’s smile widened, loving the glow on Valeria’s face. Her friend embraced life with a vigor rivalled by no one she knew. Although that wasn’t saying much since her social circle was more of a tiny golf ball.

Turning her attention back to their conversation, Brit said, “Sounds like a proper Victorian-era courtship.” 

She dodged Valeria’s playful swipe, her tone taking a serious note. “Green dress or not, you are gorgeous in anything you wear.”

Valeria began to shake her head.

“Oh no, don’t shake your head at me. You come here once a week after an hour in the gym and you still look great.”

Valeria tilted her head to one side, her cheeks turning pink with the attention. She hadn’t inherited her mother’s ebony coloring to hide her blush.

“Just take the compliment,” Brittany said, recognizing her friend’s discomfort. Switching the subject, the smile shifted on her face. “Did you get the case your boss was hinting at?”

Valeria nodded slowly, her excitement evident in her fluttering hands. She worked at a mid-size law firm in Vancouver, privately owned by one of the most renowned lawyers in the province. She had completed articling at the provincial Prosecution Service before moving to criminal defense law at her current firm. Brit suspected that Valeria chose defense because of their friendship, but she kept that to herself.

“Enough about me though, I think you need to officially name me as your lawyer and graciously set aside your legal-aid team. You refused to let me ask my dad, but I can at least try to help you.”

Brit blinked slowly. Valeria didn’t know the full story about why she was locked up and she preferred to keep it that way. She shook her head.

Before Brit could speak, Valeria continued, “Brit, there should have been appeal for juvie. Or if not that, you were supposed to be moved to medium-security years earlier. It’s not okay that you had to endure all that maltreatment instead of getting more freedom when you stayed out of trouble. You obviously need some sort of counsel advocating for you.”

Brit sighed. She knew all this, and they’d had this conversation before. She’d stayed in a maximum penitentiary for years, after being tried as an adult for second-degree murder. The judge hadn’t given her a life sentence, and they shouldn’t have kept her in the max Pen when she had stayed out of trouble in the first few years. She’d been too young to be exposed to all that maximum security held. But fighting any of it after she had been intentionally antagonistic during the trial would have brought attention she didn’t want to herself. Brit hadn’t known how either. Her only exposure to true advocacy was her friend, who was still a student at the time. She wanted to put all that behind her though. Valeria didn’t need to know all the details of why prison felt safer at the time.

“I’m getting out in less than a month, Val, I don’t think I need a lawyer. Besides, I need you to promise me that you won’t get involved with my case. The most precious thing you have given me is your friendship and I need you to not push this.” Pinning her friend with a rare hard look, Brit stared until Valeria’s shoulders sagged in defeat.

“Fine. I promise I will stay out of your case, no backstage interventions for me.” The smile on Valeria’s face didn’t reach her eyes, but Brit knew that her word was as good as gold. Once she committed, Valeria had never missed a scheduled visit.

“Thanks, friend.” The only way she allowed herself to be friends with Valeria was if she could separate her past from their friendship.

Valeria gave a short nod. “You’re getting out of here soon, and there’s a lot to handle. Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up on release day?”

Brit shook her head. “You have work, and you’re not taking time off on my behalf. Besides, I have some money left over from what they paid us for helping out at the doggy daycare.” The money wasn’t much, but Brit hoped it would at least cover bus fare into the greater Vancouver area.

Brit reached out to hold her friend’s hand. “I’ll be fine, I promise.” She had to say it multiple times to herself after that. Maybe she’d believe it by the time her release was processed.

* * *
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Samuel Phạm stared at his computer screen, his eyes going unfocused. Why was he here on a Saturday night again? Oh right. A case that just refused to crack open. He stretched his tall frame, feeling the effects of sitting for too long.

Moments like this reminded Sam that he was still in the early stages of his career as a Canadian federal police digital forensic analyst. It wasn’t anything like his time as a peace officer before college, and the challenges were more complex than what he encountered during university. The job came with a fancy title, but his work had already helped close a few investigations. He needed that to happen again. 

Finishing the Federal Police Criminal Investigators training with exemplary comments from his superiors allowed him opportunities he wouldn’t otherwise be getting. Sam remembered the anxiety of applying to this job at first. Getting into the federal policing units was competitive. But thankfully he’d made it through. They’d also considered his stint in Alberta as a frontline peace officer a few years ago. That was before he decided to go the civilian investigator route.

He was desperate to make sense of this case. The Deputy General put him on this job because he could help. If only the evidence had remained intact. Or stayed in one place.

His work phone chimed as a secure message came through. It was Mack, his go-to investigative data analyst.

Mack: Five more security breaches reported. Two phishing, two identity theft, and one ransomware attack. Data also scrambled.

Sam held back a yell of frustration. It was just him on their fifth-floor office, but still. This was a priority case, but the evidence gathering wasn’t going well. Thousands of dollars had been lost through repeated cyber-attacks on three major companies in Vancouver. It was his team’s job to investigate and put a stop to the breaches. He texted back.

Sam: for the ransomware, did they pay?

Hackers could encrypt critical data from organizations and demand a ransom for the key. Standard recommendation was never to pay a ransom for the encrypted data. Some companies ignored that advice though.

Mack: Nah. They got a third party to decrypt their data. Recovered most of their database. I’ll send the information on the breaches in a sec.

Sam breathed a sigh of relief. Sometimes, the encrypted data could be decoded, bypassing the hackers. But not always.

Sam: Thanks for the heads up. Let’s run the scrambled data through recovery anyway. Just in case.

Mack: Sounds good.

Restoring the data might not help their case in court. But it was better to get some insight, if any could be found. His job was to investigate, not prosecute.

Mack: Sam, with this level of breaches, I don’t think those kids are involved with the case. Plus, tampering evidence like this takes a lot of skill.

Sam brushed back the black curls falling on his forehead. Darius, his partner and officer affiliate, suggested teen break-ins in the past six months were connected to the cyber-security attacks targeting employees of the three firms in Vancouver. Mainly because the victims of those break-ins also worked at the same advertising and tech companies. But they hadn’t found concrete evidence yet. That was Sam’s job.

Sam: Good point, but let’s not close any doors yet.

Mack acknowledged his response and signed off. They could chat more about new leads during the briefings next week.

Sam glanced at the time. He should probably think of going home soon.

Distracted, he picked up a folder on his desk, staring at the picture tacked to the left side. He didn’t need the information anymore but had kept it for some reason. Every so often, he would open it up and look through the file again.

He had a six-month window for retaining any evidence he wasn’t actively using. This was month six. The picture showed the woman as a teen; she hadn’t looked that much different when he visited a few months ago. Brittany Eze.

Her name first came up in a search for missing children and teenagers with criminal history going back at least fifteen years. Teenagers like Camilla, a fifteen-year-old, caught breaking into a car at a shopping center. She’d almost made off with the badge of a cybersecurity professional at a tech firm. After she got out on bail, her trail ran cold. There was no way she posted bail and went underground on her own. She’d been one of the first teens whose name crossed their desk after the first firm reported multiple targeted network breaches. Finding her could help them answer some questions about the recent attacks.

Camilla’s case reminded him too much of who Obiageli could be in a few years. His sister had her fair share of run-ins with trouble. She’d managed to keep her hands clean and had so far been let off with only a warning.

Camilla, Obiageli, Brittany. Three young women, each brushing with crime. Sam wasn’t liking the connection.

It’d been a stretch visiting Brittany a few months ago, but he’d learned early in his career as a peace officer to ask unlikely questions. She denied knowledge of Camilla. He believed her. 

Sam glanced at Brittany’s picture again and frowned. For the past few months something had been niggling in his brain, a sense of familiarity. That was another reason he’d kept her file. Other priorities had pushed this to the side, but it still bothered him. Brittany, Camilla. Camilla, Brittany. Wait! Where had he...

That thought set off a spark of neurons in his brain, and he dropped the folder, pulling his keyboard towards him. He opened Camilla’s file, then typed a command in the search bar.

Footsteps coming from the direction of the elevator alerted him to company. Sam lifted his head to see who else was coming in this late at night. His partner, Darius, came into view, a knowing grin on his weathered face. Two decades in the federal police service had done nothing to kill his burly partner’s cheerful attitude.

“I knew it’d be you once I saw the lights.”

Sam cracked a smile. “Well, some of us are still new on the job and have a lot of catching up to do.”

Darius scoffed. “Two years in is not new on the job. You don’t need anyone to tell you you’re a brilliant engineer. Why else would the Deputy General approve your transfer from frontline constable to Civilian investigator? Not to count your rookie years before college. Besides, I keep telling you, solving the Henderson case more than proved you have the skills.”

Sam ducked his head, mildly embarrassed. Thanks to his dad’s genes it showed in his cheeks. His confidence had grown over time, but acknowledging the extent of his brain’s capacity still made him twitchy sometimes.

Tracking down the individuals behind a massive embezzlement case involving a private contractor for the provincial government had been a proud moment for Sam. The perpetrators took advantage of their company’s security system to hide their tracks. That’s where he came in. 

He tried not to let the success get to his head though. He wanted every case to matter. To have the same gravity and focus from him. Call him green, but he was committed to the federal police service.

Sam collected himself, pointing to his screen. “I had a thought about this case we have going on.”

Darius walked over, leaning a hip on the cubicle wall to Sam’s left. “What’s your thought?”

“Remember that girl we interviewed before she disappeared? Dark hair, won’t say a word...”

Darius nodded.

“I just ran a search on her file and found something interesting.” The last known photo of Camilla had come in a few weeks after Sam’s visit to Brittany. That’s likely why he’d missed the connection then.

Sam swiveled to face his computers, and Darius stepped closer to see the image on his screen. “Why is this interesting again?”

Sam turned Brittany’s folder towards Darius, tapping on her picture.

Darius’ bushy eyebrows shot up. “Who’s that? Do we have info on them?”

Sam wondered why he remembered Brittany when his partner did not. Sure, she was a beautiful woman. But also a person of interest in their case. He shoved the thought away. He couldn’t be thinking like that about a convicted murderer. “Brittany Eze, aged twenty-four. And get this, she’s currently locked up in a federal Pen down south. And she hasn’t taken any day parole time outside of work at a canine daycare. At least at the time I saw her a couple months ago, that was the case.” Sam pointed out an address as he pulled it up. Incarceration in a federal penitentiary was a pretty solid alibi.

Darius frowned. “Then it’s not her standing next to Camilla. That photo is from...” He glanced at the screen again. “Seven months ago. And I know that café in the background is nowhere near the jail or dog care center.”

Sam nodded slowly. “Exactly. We got this picture a while after I chatted with Ms. Eze. But the resemblance is uncanny. No way they’re not related.”

“Doppelgänger?”

Sam scoffed. “I’m all for wild trains of thought, but what are the odds?”

Darius hummed, conceding the point. “Looks like you’ve got a lead to chase. It might not be anything, but I want to know why those kids appear to be involved in a sophisticated cyber-attack. Why don’t you take this one, since you’ve met her before. Plus, her folder is still on your desk.” Darius shot him a questioning look.

Sam shrugged. “I kept thinking I had seen her somewhere. And...she reminds me too much of Obiageli. It’s unsettling.”

Darius knew of the recent incident with Sam’s sister. She’d been taken into custody with a bunch of teenagers. The teens were busted at school for carrying unlabeled pills. They released his sister since she wasn’t involved, but his parents were beside themselves. Sam was too, honestly.

“Different case, Sam.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll drive over next week and see if she has anything to say.”

Darius clapped his shoulder and walked over to his desk. “I forgot my wife’s birthday gift.” He raised a slender rectangular box in the air. “Maybe go home soon, aye?”

“Uh huh,” Sam said distractedly. He would eventually go home, but it wasn’t like anyone was waiting for him at home. He was hoping to change that soon, but work came first. At least for now.
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Chapter 2
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“BRITTANY.”

Brit looked up at the corrections officer addressing her, holding back a groan. She had come outside to be alone and clear her head. The smell of a freshly cut lawn and view of the backyard from her perch on the bench grounded her. She hoped this didn’t take long. Whatever it was.

“You have a visitor.”

Brit blinked rapidly, schooling the rest of her face. She nodded in acknowledgment and quickly spooned the last bit of oatmeal into her mouth. The trees in their backyard waved a hello, calming the trepidation she felt at the summons.

She picked up her bowl and went back into the house to wash up. No excuse was acceptable to the COs for not cleaning up after herself. Her forehead creased in a frown as she considered who could be visiting her, on a Tuesday no less. Valeria usually came on the weekends when she wasn’t at work. Brit didn’t have any other regular visitors.

She waved to her housemates sitting around the dining table, tidied up, then walked back out.

She had at least one hour before her greenhouse assignment, so no rush to see whoever this was. A thought froze her mid-step as she made her way to the visitor’s center. Surely it wasn’t one of the Big Kids? Or worse the Adults. She hadn’t seen any of them since she got arrested.

Should she go back to the CO and ask for a description of the visitor? Not that their features wouldn’t have changed. Especially Ricky. Ricky she was okay with. None of the others.

She turned back but stopped after a couple of steps. There was no way she could ask a CO for an itemized list of the person’s features. Brit squeezed her eyes shut, taking successive deep breaths to steady the rapid beating of her heart. With a more measured pace, she redirected her feet towards the visitor’s center. Whoever it was, not moving wouldn’t help her.

Security checks, complete with a body search, were routine at this point, and they did nothing to distract the mental whirlwind threatening her calm expression. Sliding the partition door open, Brit looked around, examining each face dotting the room. She didn’t see anyone she was concerned about...and no Ricky. She hadn’t seen him since the day she was arrested, but since she was so close to release, she had hoped...oh well. Brit would just have to find him once she got out.

Collecting herself, Brit repeated her sweep of the room, eyes roaming from one person to another.

A vague memory popped up as she stared at a man seated with his back to the side wall. He was looking at his phone, but his profile was familiar. A couple months after she was downgraded to medium security, he had visited unexpectedly. Introduced himself as Samuel Phạm, a federal police investigator—she rarely forgot a name.

He’d asked questions about her arrest. What she did before she was arrested, and if she knew anyone named “Camilla”. Brit had shut him down with one-word answers.

Now she hesitated. She had no desire to speak with the police, but curiosity drove her feet towards him.

He lifted his head as she approached, his lips stretching into a polite smile.

Brit’s mouth remained in its natural posture.

Sam stood and reached out a hand, which she shook firmly, but let go as soon as she could.

“Thanks for seeing me,” Sam said.

Settling into one of the hard plastic chairs opposite him, Brit waited for him to talk. He didn’t disappoint.

“It’s Brittany Eze, right?”

Brit was surprised he pronounced her surname correctly, but she nodded, keeping her face neutral. The way he confirmed her name was as if he didn’t recognize her. But it wasn’t like she’d changed at all in the last few months. Her haircut was the same. Her clothes were the same. She smothered a snicker at her thoughts.

“My name is Samuel Phạm. I’m an investigator with the BC federal police cybercrime unit. I’m not sure if you remember me. I visited a few months ago.”

A brief nod.

Sam opened his mouth, then closed it. His gaze examined Brit’s closed-off expression. “I had questions about a girl named Camilla. Your name came up when we tried to find her. I have a few more questions, if you are willing to talk to me?”

Brit kept the rest of her face as still as possible, moving just her mouth. “Yes, I remember. I don’t have any answers for you now either.”

“I haven’t asked my questions yet.” Sam raised an eyebrow.

“If it’s about Camilla, I can’t give answers I don’t have.” Brit studied his face. He was well proportioned, had been the first thought that came to mind when she first met him. Then his eyes. He had kind eyes and a face that welcomed trust. Not that she placed any faith in that.

His black, curly hair was cut short around the back and sides, letting the front fall forward onto his forehead. Brit had learned the hard way not to trust a person based on their appearance. The first time he came here, his last name gave her a sense of security and déjà vu. She’d met a Mrs. Phạm earlier in her max-sec days. A Nigerian woman that reminded Brit too much of her mother. Looking at this man now, Brit wondered if the two were related.

He hadn’t changed much since she last saw him. Even his haircut was the same. He’d mentioned the missing girl was involved in a break-in. There were a few theories that crossed her mind when he first asked about Camilla. But Brit placed a lid over those thoughts. There was no room for anyone else. She had her parents to consider, and the twins. If they’re alive.

Brit blocked out that train of thought and prepared to give him a quick goodbye. But then he slid a photo from a folder on the table. 

It was Brit. Well, Brit eight years ago. But the girl in the picture was standing next to another teenager with brown hair cropped into a bob. The date at the bottom indicated it was taken a few months ago.

Brit’s eyes darted around the small rectangle, trying to take in all the details at once. It looked like the photo was shot from afar, but the features were almost identical to what she used to see in the mirror before time shifted a few things around.

“Do you know this girl?” He pointed at the teen that looked like Brit.

She held her breath, her mind whirling. If it wasn’t her, the only other person was...but that was impossible. Her sister’s name was not Camilla. Prosper had died years ago. Brit had visited her grave even.

But Brit didn’t have any extended family in Canada as far as she knew. There was no way to know for sure. Whatever this Samuel person thought he was doing, it wasn’t funny. “I have no idea who that is. I have to go now.”

She was too rattled to muster a polite goodbye, so she stood and walked away before he could say anything else. Brit emptied her mind for a few moments, then she pulled all the facts, placing them in a mental chart.

One, her sister died years ago when her parents were taken. Two, her parents were alive, but she had no knowledge of where they were. She’d received her yearly confirmation of life last week. The investigator must be grasping at straws to get her to say something. She didn’t even know anyone named Camilla. Surely, he was wrong. Wasn’t he?

* * *

[image: ]


Sam stared at the retreating back of the young woman he’d made a two-hour drive to visit. He’d almost forgotten how often people were uncooperative, but one could always hope.
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