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      To L,

      Your little girls grew up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Little girls don’t stay little forever. They grow into strong woman that return to destroy your world.

        Kyle Stephens

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note to Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a mild April day in 2017 when rage consumed me whole. In the aftermath of a court proceeding involving my sexual abuser, where I was denied the chance to read my victim impact statement, I discovered something terrifying living inside me: a darkness I never knew I possessed. The fury transformed me into someone I didn't recognize — someone consumed by thoughts of vengeance that frightened even myself.

      That darkness could have devoured me. Instead, it birthed this novel.

      Until They Burn emerged from a two-week writing frenzy where I poured every ounce of my pain, rage, and desire for retribution onto the page. What began as an act of survival — a desperate attempt to exorcise the demons threatening to overwhelm me —became something more. Through the characters and their journey, I found a way to process my own trauma, to examine the complex relationships with my family, and to explore questions about identity that had haunted me since my abuse.

      This is more than just a novel; it's a testament to the healing power of fiction. When we transform our darkest truths into story, something alchemical happens. The weight of our personal narrative shifts. The monsters lurking in our minds become characters we can face on the page. Our pain becomes something we can shape, control, and ultimately, understand.

      The impact of writing this book was so profound that it became the cornerstone case study in my non-fiction work, Forged in Fire: Writing Fiction to Heal. Through that book, I explored how fiction can serve as a powerful tool for processing trauma and finding healing through narrative.

      Now, years after its initial creation, I return to Until They Burn with new perspective. This version doesn't seek to “fix” or “improve” the original narrative — in fact, I've intentionally preserved many of its raw edges and dreamlike inconsistencies. Like a fairytale, the story follows its own internal logic, one born from emotion rather than literary convention. What has changed is my understanding of both the healing journey and the story itself.

      When I first wrote it, I was consumed by rage and vengeance —those were the elements that felt most vital, most urgent. But returning to it now, I'm struck by different currents running beneath that fury: Izzy's profound sense of abandonment, her terror of letting anyone close enough to leave her again, the complex web of father-daughter wounds. Some might question why I would revisit such raw territory, but I believe that healing, like writing, is not a destination but a continuous process of growth and revelation.

      What follows is both a story and a journey — one that saved me, changed me, and taught me that sometimes the most powerful way to face our demons is to write them into existence and then slay them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      I trace the crimson V I’ve drawn on my character’s costume, capping my felt-tip with a satisfying click. Vida Carlisle. Total badass. The kind of chick who’d make supervillains piss themselves.

      The janky bells above the door chime just as I’m starting to feel proud of my work.

      “Welcome to Mike’s,” I call out, not bothering to look up.

      Silence. Great.

      I glance up to see a masked jackass looming over the counter. His dirty hand smears my sketch, destroying the ink.

      Oh hell no. Nobody messes with my art.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, my voice dripping with fake sweetness.

      “Empty the register. Now.” His voice tries for tough guy, but I catch the tremor. His hand shakes like a rookie.

      Jesus. I do not have the patience for this today.

      “Listen,” I say, opening the register. “Hate to disappoint, but this isn’t Macy’s. We sell comics, genius.”

      His hand slams down on the counter again, wrinkling my sketch beyond repair. Asshole.

      “Dammit, just give me the money before this gets ugly!” His voice cracks on the threat.

      My eyes flick to the alarm button under the counter. It’s risky, but I’m getting real tired of this dude’s attitude. Plus, he destroyed my art — that makes this personal.

      I throw my hands up, playing scared. “Alright, alright! Take it easy. My boss keeps some cash stashed down here. Let me just...”

      He nods jerkily, buying it.

      I duck down and wrap my fingers around Calvin’s aluminum bat. Sure, he told me to just hand over the money if we ever got robbed. “Don’t be a hero, Izzy,” he’d said. But I’ve never been great at following orders — not from Calvin, and definitely not from some amateur thief who ruined hours of work.

      I hit the silent alarm with my free hand before this idiot knows what’s coming.

      “Hey, what are you⁠—”

      My battle cry sounds ridiculous, but I don’t care. I launch myself up, swinging the bat like I was born for this moment. It connects with his shoulder with a satisfying crack that sends him stumbling back. The rush of adrenaline hits me like a drug as he crumples, cursing.

      I vault over the counter, bat at the ready. No way am I letting him recover.

      “You fucking bitch!” he spits through clenched teeth.

      A laugh bubbles up from deep inside me. “What’s wrong, tough guy? Want another taste?” The words come out fierce and wild — apparently getting robbed brings out my inner superhero.

      He staggers up and I stalk toward him, channeling every ounce of Vida Carlisle energy I can muster. Sure, I’m just an eighteen-year-old comic shop worker, but right now? I feel invincible.

      He towers over me by at least five inches, but I adjust my grip on the bat, eyeing his torso. One good shot to the liver ought to make my point crystal clear.

      But one ass-kicking was enough. He starts backing away, muttering “crazy bitch” like it’s supposed to hurt my feelings.

      “Better run before this crazy bitch goes for a headshot,” I growl, advancing on him. The bat feels lighter now, like it’s become an extension of my arm.

      He bolts for the door, tripping over his own feet. Action figures crash down as he flees, the door slamming behind him hard enough to make the bells sound like an alarm instead of their usual cheerful jingle.

      My hands shake as I exhale. The shop feels weirdly empty now, too quiet after the chaos. I’m debating whether to clean up the action figure carnage when I hear sirens in the distance. Great. Just what I need — Crescent City’s finest showing up after the action’s over. Right on cue, two cops burst through the door, guns drawn like they’re about to save the day.

      “Police! Everyone freeze!” the tall one shouts, scanning the empty shop like he’s auditioning for a cop show.

      “You’re ten minutes too late,” I say, reluctantly lowering the bat. “Our wannabe robber left.”

      “Who left?” The shorter cop’s eyes zero in on my bat like it’s a loaded weapon. “And what exactly were you planning to do with that?”

      “What does it look like?” I grip the bat tighter. “Some jackass in a mask tried to rob us. I decided to rearrange his priorities.”

      The cops exchange a look that screams ‘this girl’s gonna be trouble.’ “Are you telling me you confronted an armed suspect by yourself?”

      His disbelief makes my blood boil.

      “Yeah, because waiting around for you guys to show up worked out so well.” I cross my arms, meeting their judgmental stares head-on. “What was I supposed to do? Hide under the counter while he cleaned us out?”

      Officer Gardner — the tall one — puffs up like he’s about to deliver some life-changing wisdom. “That was incredibly reckless. You could’ve gotten yourself killed.”

      “Funny, I feel pretty alive.” I tap the bat against my leg. “Plus, now I can describe our friend. You know, since I didn’t follow the ‘curl up and cry’ victim protocol.”

      Officer Chen scowls. “Playing vigilante isn’t the answer.”

      “Oh, what is? Waiting forty minutes for you guys to show up?” The words fly out before I can stop them. “Sorry if I decided to do something instead of becoming another statistic in your unsolved cases file.”

      “You escalated a dangerous situation⁠—”

      “No, I defended myself,” I snap, knuckles white around the bat. “But I guess that’s frowned upon when you’re a girl, right? Should’ve waited for the big strong men to save me?”

      The cops look ready to lay into me again when the shop bells chime. Calvin bursts in, glasses askew, looking like he sprinted here.

      “Got the alarm. Izzy, you okay?” His eyes dart between me and the cops.

      “Peachy,” I say, relaxing. “Just getting lectured on proper victim etiquette by Crescent City’s finest.”

      Calvin reads the room — pissed cops, me still armed with a bat — and switches into responsible adult mode. “Calvin Matthews, I own the shop. Mind filling me in?”

      Like magic, the officers’ attitudes do a complete 180 when addressing a man. Typical.

      “Responding to a burglary alarm. Your employee took matters into her own hands.”

      Calvin shoots me a half concerned, half impressed look. “Anyone hurt? Anything taken?”

      “Well, I definitely damaged his ego. And maybe his shoulder.” I twirl the bat casually. “But no, he didn’t get his hands on anything except a bruise collection.”

      Calvin coughs to hide what I suspect is a laugh. “Right. What’s next, officers?”

      “Need her statement,” Tall Cop mumbles, suddenly super interested in our security camera. “That working?”

      “Sure is,” Calvin says.

      Shorty gives me a condescending wink, like he’s humoring some kid with an overactive imagination. Can’t wait to wipe that smirk off his face.

      They huddle around the tiny TV in Calvin’s office while I lean against the doorframe, arms crossed. My face is neutral, but inside I’m vibrating with anticipation. Can’t wait to see their reactions when they realize this “little girl” just went full Batman on a would-be robber.

      “Here we go,” Calvin says, hitting play.

      The footage rolls and — oh man — their faces are priceless. Watching their expressions shift from skepticism to shock to reluctant respect might be better than actually beating up the robber.

      The cops shuffle before Tall Cop clears his throat. “Look, that was... impressive. But next time let us handle it, okay? Would hate to see you get hurt.”

      Coming from them, that’s practically a standing ovation. I flash my most innocent smile. “Oh sure, I’ll just politely ask the next robber to wait around for backup.”

      They hand me a statement form which I fill out quickly, trying to ignore my shaking hands now that the adrenaline’s wearing off. Once they finally leave, Calvin emerges from his office wearing his Disappointed Dad face.

      “Jesus, Izzy, what were you thinking?”

      “Seriously? Whatever happened to smashing the patriarchy?”

      It’s cute that he cares, but not that he thinks I need protection in the first place.

      “Clearly, I can handle myself,” I say. “I saved myself and the shop. What more do you want?”

      He frowns, and his classic ‘I-don’t-know-what-to-say’ expression is written all over his face.

      “Go home, Izzy. I’ll close up. Christ, you know your dad would murder me if anything happened to you?”

      “Whatever,” I mutter, pushing down my irritation. Some thanks I get for saving the day.

      I snatch my backpack and rescue my mangled sketch from the counter. The crimson V catches my eye and something fierce unfurls deep inside of me. For a second, I’m not just some comic shop girl everyone thinks needs protecting.

      I’m her. Vida Carlisle.

      Strong enough to take down bad guys. Brave enough to fight back. And absolutely fucking invincible.
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        * * *

      

      “You did WHAT?” Dad’s voice hits that special pitch reserved for when I’ve done something particularly reckless.

      “I defended myself and the shop,” I say, dropping onto the couch. “Maybe now the local criminals will think twice before messing with the crazy bitch who knows how to swing a bat.”

      “Isadora Marie⁠—”

      I cut him off with a groan. “Really, Dad? The full name? I stopped falling for that guilt trip at twelve.”

      He runs a hand through his hair, sighing. “What am I going to do with you? One day you’ll get into real trouble and⁠—”

      “—and you won’t bail me out, I know,” I finish for him. “Save the lecture.”

      But I catch a ghost of a smile playing at his lips before he can hide it.

      “Actually,” he says, “I won’t always be around to help you clean up your messes. Maybe you don’t need my help anymore.”

      His words hit something soft in my chest. “Fine. I’ll try to avoid trouble. Emphasis on try.”

      That gets a real laugh. “Sure you will, kiddo. And I’m secretly Batman.”

      I catch a note of pride in his voice — like he’s not entirely disappointed in my vigilante moment. It reminds me how differently everyone else reacted.

      “You know what really pisses me off?” I say. “If one of the guys had chased him off, they’d be high-fiving him right now. But because I’m a girl, everyone loses their minds. Such bullshit.”

      Dad’s expression softens. “Yeah, well, welcome to the world’s double standards. You’ll probably spend your entire life proving people wrong about what you can do.”

      “Good thing I’m getting lots of practice.”

      “Just don’t let it go to your oversized head,” he says with a wink, then nods at the crumpled paper in my hand. “What’s that?”

      I smooth out the wrinkled paper and slide it across the table. “Finally finished Vida. Well, almost finished before that jackass used it as his personal hand-rest. Now I’ll have to start over.”

      Dad studies the sketch, a proud smile playing at his lips. “Look at this detail. Keep it — use it as inspiration for the next one. Sometimes our rough drafts tell better stories than the polished versions.”

      “I guess,” I mutter, but my heart’s not in it. Hours of work destroyed by some wannabe thug.

      “Hey.” Dad stands, squeezing my shoulder. “You created something awesome AND prevented a robbery. Most people don’t accomplish that much in a week, let alone one day. I’d call that a solid win.”

      I roll my eyes, but can’t help smiling. Leave it to my dad to find the silver lining in everything, even his disaster-magnet of a daughter.
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        Ritchie

      

      
        Holy shit Iz, that security footage was epic. You straight up demolished that dude.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James

      

      
        [image: face with rolling eyes] She got in one hit and he ran like a little bitch.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ritchie

      

      
        Jealous much? Admit it, you’d hide in the backroom while he cleaned us out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        James

      

      
        Screw you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy

      

      
        Keep it up boys, and I’ll give you both a live demonstration of my newfound talents.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ritchie
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      I slam my phone face-down on the desk, but it keeps buzzing like an angry hornet. Ever since the security footage of me going Batgirl on our masked friend hit the Mike’s Comic Shop group chat, I’ve become their favorite topic of discussion. As if being the token girl-who-likes-comics wasn’t enough attention.

      Mike’s Comic Shop has been my second home since I could walk, so landing a job there wasn’t surprising. What surprised the guys was discovering their new comic-loving colleague was more interested in dating Wonder Woman than Superman. Their disappointment at my lack of interest in being their manic pixie dream girl still gives me life.

      “Hey kiddo, still okay to pick me up after class? Got another late shift,” my father calls from his bedroom doorway.

      The perils of sharing one vehicle mean we ride share. A lot.

      “No, I have a hot date.”

      My father’s eyes widen. “You do?”

      I almost feel bad crushing his hopes. Almost. “No Dad, I’m just being a shit. You want that ride or what?”

      He retreats to his room with a familiar head shake. “Smartass.”

      What can I say? We’ve perfected this dance.

      We’re like Batman and Robin. The Joker and Harley Quinn. Superman and Lois Lane. We take on the world together, father and daughter.

      “Iz!”

      “What now?”

      “Your furry felon is playing chicken on the railing again.”

      That sneaky little shit.

      “On it!” I holler back.

      “Better move fast. The trigger-happy guy downstairs swears he’ll BB gun her if she keeps terrorizing his precious hummingbirds.”

      I yank open the fire escape window. Sure enough, there’s Lois Lane, perched on the railing like a gargoyle, her tail doing that murder-twitch thing that means trouble.

      “Come here, you little menace. Unless you want to star in your own tragic death film.”

      She fixes me with that patented feline look of pure disdain, the one that says ‘your existence is barely worth acknowledging.’

      “I’m not kidding, Your Royal Pain-in-my-ass. Inside. Now.”

      She yawns dramatically — because of course she does — before sauntering inside like she’s doing me a favor.

      God, I wish I had half her unearned confidence.

      “Crisis averted!” I yell, slamming the window shut.

      “Perfect timing,” Dad calls back, pocketing his wallet. “Ed’s here. Try not to start any vigilante fights while I’m gone. Love you, kid.”

      “Yeah yeah, love you too, old man.”
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        * * *

      

      The ancient Toyota grumbles across the I-78 bridge toward Smith Pharmaceuticals as the sky turns the color of an old bruise. June in Crescent City is predictable — hot as Satan’s armpit and about as friendly. Dad’s voice echoes in my head: “This city breeds trouble like mosquitoes breed in standing water.”

      I pull into the parking lot just as the sky unleashes its fury. Great. The rain hammers against the windshield while I wait, fighting the urge to doze off in the humid darkness. The side door’s sudden screech jolts me back to reality.

      Dad's halfway into the car when there's a loud crash from the building — sharp and jarring, like metal hitting concrete.

      My eyes sweep the lot — just my car, a few dim streetlights doing their best impression of mood lighting, and a decrepit Buick lurking by the dumpster like a bad omen.

      “Did you hear that?”

      Dad freezes, scanning the darkness.

      Another bang rips through the air, louder this time, more deliberate.

      I glance at Dad, whose face has gone ghostly pale in the dim light.

      Maybe the run-in with the thug at Mike’s rewired something in my brain, because all I can think is how much I wish I had that aluminum bat handy right now.

      I’m moving toward the building when Dad’s voice cracks through the rain.

      “Izzy, wait⁠—”

      “So… we’re just gonna ignore the ominous banging from the creepy building?”

      “You’re not supposed to be in there,” he protests, raking fingers through his hair like he does when he’s nervous.

      “Aww, is wittle Wobin afwaid of the big bad building?” I coo, knowing it’ll irritate him enough to make him follow me.

      He gives me a dad-glare, but he follows. He always does.

      The door creaks open and I creep toward what I now recognize as voices. I raise a finger to my lips, but Dad’s already shoving past me, his face twisted in the ‘my-daughter-is-going-to-give-me-a-heart-attack’ expression. He grabs my arm and takes point.

      Classic overprotective Dad move.

      I should be scared — that’s what normal people feel in situations like this, right? But there’s an electric buzz under my skin, this wild thrill that makes me want to laugh. Maybe it’s because I was raised on a steady diet of comic books and tough love, or maybe I’m just wired wrong. Either way, fear isn’t really my thing anymore. Ask the wannabe robber at Mike’s how well that worked out for him.

      The voices grow clearer with each step, making the hair on my neck do its best impression of a frightened cat. We edge forward until we spot two men locked in what looks like the world’s most intense disagreement. One’s got his back to us, which any comic book villain would tell you is a rookie mistake.

      “Montgomery can’t bury this forever. He knows I’ve got proof. He can send every hitman, but I’m not backing down,” spits the guy in what used to be a white lab coat.

      Montgomery? Sounds like a ‘Most Likely to Be a Supervillain’ list name.

      “Brave words for a dead man,” the other guy growls, reaching into his pocket with all the subtlety of a Bond villain.

      My brain takes a second too long to process what I’m seeing. Gun. Definitely a gun. Not the fake plastic kind we sell at the shop — the kind that makes people stop breathing.

      “Dad,” I breathe, but he’s already pressing a finger to his lips, like silence matters anymore.

      My insides twist into origami as reality crashes in.

      Everything happens in horrifying snapshots, like panels in the darkest comic book ever written:

      Click of the chamber.

      Flash of metal.

      Crack of the shot.

      Spray of red.

      Thud of a body.

      A sound escapes my throat — something between a gasp and a scream — and Dad shoves me back into the shadows.

      But Mr. Trigger-happy’s already heard us.

      “Someone here?” The words echo off concrete like a death sentence.

      I’m frozen in place, but Dad — my comic-book-loving, overprotective, insane father — launches himself at the gunman like a superhero.

      But this isn’t a comic book. The bad guy doesn’t go down easy. He’s younger, stronger, and clearly knows what he’s doing. In seconds, he’s back up with the gun pressed against Dad’s temple.

      My heart stops.

      Oh god. He’s going to kill him like he killed the other guy. Just another body on the ground. Just another life snuffed out.

      I weave through the crates like a shadow, heart thundering. One shot at this. Don’t screw it up, Izzy. I breathe in and launch myself at his back like a human missile. The impact sends the gun spinning away — Dad snatches it, levels it at the killer. But before I can celebrate my moment of badassery, the guy’s got me in a chokehold, and something cold kisses my throat. The metallic gleam tells me what I need to know.

      “Drop it,” the guy rasps against my ear, his breath hot and wrong. “Or we find out how sharp this blade is.”

      “Izzy, stay calm,” Dad says, like I’m not already giving an Oscar-worthy performance of keeping my shit together. Thanks for the pro tip, Dad.

      The blade presses against my cheek, biting deep enough to send a warm trickle down my neck. “See how easy that was? Now don’t be a hero, put the gun down and turn around.”

      I want to scream that this is all my fault, not Dad’s. I dragged us in here playing detective. What a hero I turned out to be.

      Dad’s eyes lock with mine, and I see everything he’s not saying.

      “Last chance!” The knife-wielding psycho’s voice cracks like thunder. “Turn around or she dies screaming.”

      Dad complies this time. Sets the gun down. Turns. “There. Now let her go.”

      The arm around my throat tightens like a python. “Sorry, can’t do that.”

      Dad’s fists clench and my stomach drops. I know that look. He’s about to do something stupid and heroic, and I’m more scared of what this guy will do to him than what he might do to me. The cooling body on the floor proves how this could end.

      Like hell I’m watching my father die tonight.

      I catalogue everything about this bastard like I'm burning each detail into my brain's hard drive: the cheap cologne masking cigarette smoke, the calluses on his finger rough against my throat, the gravelly voice that sounds like he gargles with broken glass. His breath is hot and sour on my neck. Through my peripheral vision, I catch a glimpse of a tattoo peeking from his collar — something geometric, all harsh angles. Six-foot-something, built like a linebacker.

      “Go ahead, kill me,” I say, channeling every badass final girl I’ve ever read about. “But the cops are already on their way. Called them the second we heard the shot.”

      The lie rolls off my tongue smoothly. What this dude doesn’t know is girls in this city learn young — keep your phone handy, always have an escape plan. I fumble in my pocket, hitting buttons until⁠—

      Ring.

      “Fun fact about 911 calls,” I continue, voice steady despite my racing heart. “They can track them even if nobody talks. Neat, right?”

      “Shit!” The word explodes from him like a bullet, and suddenly I’m airborne. My stomach meets concrete with enough force to empty my lungs. His footsteps echo like thunder as he bolts.

      Through tear-blurred vision, I see the lab coat guy choking on his blood, eyes going glassy and distant.

      I scramble to my feet, adrenaline pumping. Every fiber of my being wants to chase that murdering bastard down. Not because I’m brave — because I’m pissed. Because cowards who shoot people and run deserve what’s coming to them.

      “Izzy, don’t you dare!”

      “He can’t get away with this!” I’m moving toward the door, rage carrying me forward.

      But Dad’s kneeling beside the dying man, and something in his voice stops me cold.

      “Call 911! He’s still breathing!”

      The scene before me looks like something ripped from a horror comic — blood spreading across concrete like spilled paint, turning the floor into a twisted Jackson Pollock.

      “Forget being a vigilante and help me save him!”

      My fingers shake as I punch in the numbers, rattling off details to the operator like I’m reading from a script. They’re coming, she says. But the way Dad’s looking at the dying man, I’m not sure ‘coming’ is fast enough.

      “Dammit, Gary,” Dad says, pressing harder on the wounds. “You had to be the whistleblower, didn’t you?”

      Gary takes one final, rattling breath under my father’s blood-soaked hands. I’ve seen Dad frustrated, angry, and scared. But this look of utter defeat? This is new. This is wrong.

      Dad’s devastated face and the metallic stench of blood hit me at the same time. “Oh god⁠—”

      I barely make it outside before everything comes up, my dinner painting the pavement in spectacular fashion. So much for being tough.

      I retch until there’s nothing left, but my body keeps trying — especially when my brain replays the image of Dad hovering over Gary’s corpse.

      Turns out all those horror comics and true crime podcasts didn’t prepare me for the real thing. Who knew?

      I’m standing in the downpour, looking like a drowned rat in vomit-splashed clothes when the cops arrive.

      They come in waves. First a whispered trickle, then a roaring flood. Red and blue lights slice through the rain like laser beams. Questions fly at me from all directions, but my tongue feels dead in my mouth.

      “Miss? Are you alright?”

      No, Officer Obviously Blind, I’m standing here covered in rain and vomit because I’m having the time of my life.

      Shouting erupts inside, and suddenly I’m shoving through a wall of blue uniforms. The scene feels wrong, like a sick joke: Dad’s still there, hands pressed against Gary’s chest like he can force life back into him. The murder weapon lies at his feet like a sick trophy.

      “Sir, back away from the body.” The command rings out sharp and clear.

      But Dad might as well be carved from stone.

      “Sir! Final warning!” Another cop, another command.

      Guns appear like magic, all pointed at my father. My lungs forget how to work.

      What are you doing, Dad?

      “Move away from the body or we will open fire!”

      “DAD!” My scream cuts through the chaos. His head snaps up, and suddenly he’s my father again, not this hollow-eyed stranger.

      Tears stream down my face mixing with rain and leftover puke. “Please, just do what they say.”

      He nods, rises slowly, hands reaching skyward like a surrender. The proud shoulders I’ve known all my life cave inward as cops swarm him, yanking his arms behind his back.

      “You have the right to remain silent⁠—”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I lunge forward, but cop hands grab me. “He was trying to save him, you idiots! He’s not—” The bite of handcuffs cuts me off, cold steel kissing my wrists.

      “Stop resisting,” Officer Obvious barks at me.

      “Resisting? I’m the one who called you! We’re the good guys, or did you miss the actual murderer who ran away while you’re busy playing tough guy?”

      They drag me toward a cruiser while shoving Dad toward another. The distance between us feels like miles.

      “Dad! Make them understand!”

      For the first time tonight, real fear grips me — not the adrenaline rush from the gunman, not the nervous energy around the cops. This is bone-deep terror. Because something’s wrong here. Something bigger than a random shooting.

      And it’s all on me.

      If I hadn’t played amateur detective and dragged us in there trying to be superheroes, we wouldn’t be wearing matching steel bracelets or getting treated like the villains in our own story.

      I catch Dad’s eye, desperate to convey how sorry I am and how much I need him to forgive me for this mess.

      But when he looks at me and says, “Iz, I’m sorry. I love you,” something inside me shatters. Those aren’t the words of someone who thinks everything’s going to be okay.
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      The officers recite their Miranda rights like they’re reading from a teleprompter. Do they practice in the mirror every morning, perfecting that self-important tone?

      Blah, blah, blah. I’ve seen enough Law & Order to write this script myself.

      “But you’re not listening,” I say, my words sharp enough to cut. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

      The police officers exchange that patronizing look I hate. “Yeah, yeah, that’s what they all say.” Like they’ve heard every excuse in the book and mine’s just another page to turn.

      Jackasses. They’re all incompetent assholes.

      I’ve never been arrested, but I’m pretty sure they tightened the cuffs extra to show me who’s boss. I’ll probably have a bruise and fewer layers of skin once they unshackle me.

      When we arrive at the police station, I search for my father’s cruiser, something tight and painful lodging in my chest. Just one more look at him. One more chance to say that I am sorry. But he’s nowhere in sight, and the cops usher me into their concrete fortress with antiseptic walls and soul-crushing fluorescents. Just another day at the office for them. Just another life they’re casually destroying.

      As we move through the building, I notice the two cops who responded to the comic shop’s burglary call.

      One smirks, the other looks confused.

      “Well, well, well,” the tall one says. “Find another suspect to assault?”

      “Fuck you,” I spit, some drops landing on his smug face.

      “Get back to work,” the police officer leading me says to them as he nudges me toward a room. Inside, there’s a table and two chairs opposite each other. It looks like every interrogation room I’ve seen on T.V. It’s empty except for the large window, which I know is see-through on the other side, and the blinking tape recorder in the corner.

      They gesture toward the chair, and when I sit, they uncuff me and leave me alone. I rub my wrists, noticing the raw red skin left.

      Imbeciles.

      I look in the mirror and wonder if someone is watching me from the other side, observing my every move to dissect later.

      They’re probably doing the same to my father. Do they think he’s capable of murder?

      I sit up straighter and glare at my reflection.

      When my eyes start to cross and blur, I look away from the mirror and drum my fingers on the table.

      How long will they keep me here?

      Minutes later, the door swings open.

      Finally, I can share my side, and everything will be fine.

      A tall man in a wrinkled suit and crooked tie sits in front of me and frowns.

      Maybe everything won’t be okay.

      “Do you know why we’re here?”

      I nod. Of course, I do... does he?

      “You know you’re in a bad situation, and if you want to leave, you need to cooperate with us, right?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      The man raises a hand to silence me.

      “I’ll talk, you’ll answer, got it?”

      My jaw sets. Who does he think he’s talking to? I’m not a child, and I’m not stupid.

      “Do. You. Understand. Me,” he repeats slower, punctuated by pauses — William Shatner style.

      “Yes,” I say, biting back the acid threatening to spill from my tongue.

      “Good. I’m Detective DeNoble. Now Isadora, you⁠—”

      “Izzy,” I cut in, my voice steel wrapped in velvet. No one calls me Isadora except my father, and this asshole detective hasn’t earned the right.

      “What?” He raises an eyebrow like I’m a puzzle he can’t figure out.

      “My name is Izzy. Two syllables. Simple.”

      “Okay, Izzy. Start from the beginning.”

      I begin at arriving at Smith Pharmaceuticals and end when I called 911.

      The detective writes on his pad, looks up, and says, “So the guy... let you go?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “It seems weird that a man who allegedly killed another man in front of you would let you and your father live.”

      I meet his beady eyes, refusing to flinch. “Not allegedly. He did kill him. I watched it, called the cops, and told him they were coming. He might be a killer, but he’s not an idiot ready to stick around for the boys in blue. So why are you in here playing twenty questions when you should be out there hunting an actual murderer?”

      “Just trying to get the facts straight,” he says with that practiced cop-calm that makes my teeth itch.

      “Didn’t you already talk to my father?” I lean forward, desperation bleeding through my attempt at casual. “I’m sure he told you the same thing. Because, you know, it’s the truth.”

      “Yes, my colleague is with him right now.” DeNoble’s face gives nothing away. “I’m sure everything will match up and you can leave soon.”

      His tone makes my skin crawl, but I grab onto that thread of hope anyway. “You believe me?”

      He shrugs, the gesture deliberately noncommittal. “We’ll see.”

      The air leaves my lungs like I've plunged into icy water. Why would they believe the truth when they’ve decided their version of events?

      Detective DeNoble pushes back from the table with a screech of metal on concrete.

      “When can I see him?” The words burst out before I can stop them, raw and desperate.

      “Not yet, Isadora. Soon.” He delivers this with all the warmth of a parking ticket.

      As the door clicks shut behind him, I mutter, “It’s Izzy, jackass.” If I don’t hold onto my anger, I might fall apart.
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      I jolt awake to someone jabbing me like I’m a lab specimen. My head snaps up and I nearly bulldoze Detective DeNoble, which would have been satisfying if it hadn’t been an accident.

      “You can gather your things at the front desk and head home.” He delivers this like he’s doing me a grand favor.

      “Where’s my father?” The words are ash in my mouth.

      “He has to stay longer. We have more questions and things to clear up.”

      “But he saw the same things I did.” My voice rises despite my attempt to keep it level. “We were both there. Both saw what happened.”

      The detective’s face tries to look neutral but fails. There’s a tightness around his mouth that makes my stomach drop.

      “There are inconsistencies.”

      “What does that mean?” I grip the table edge. “How long will you keep him? Last time I checked, witnesses don’t get treated like criminals.”

      The detective sighs like I’m an annoying teenager who doesn’t understand how the world works. “As long as it takes. Now, please go to the front desk before I change my mind about letting you leave.”

      “But—”

      “Unless you want to stay the night,” he cuts in with the thinly veiled threat, “I’d advise you to⁠—”

      “I’m going,” I snap, shoving past him through the door. He points toward the front desk like I’m a lost child who can’t read signs. I drag my feet down the hallway, scanning every door and window, desperate for any sign of my father. My heart stutters when I spot a man in a white lab coat, some doctor, opening a door. Through the crack, I glimpse my father slumped in a chair, looking smaller than ever. The door closes with a definitive click, and I have to swallow back a sound that’s half-rage, half-terror.

      Detective DeNoble’s hand clamps around my arm like a vise, steering me toward the front desk. Every instinct screams to wrench away, but I surrender to his grip. For Dad.

      “Go home, Ms. McLoughlin.” His tone suggests I should be grateful for this dismissal.

      “I don’t have a car,” I say, sarcastically. “How do you propose I get home? Sprout wings? Click my heels three times?”

      His jaw tightens. “Sherry, please have an officer take her to her vehicle.”

      The woman behind the desk gives him a curt nod and speaks into her radio like I’m a package to be delivered.

      She tells me to wait in the lobby, but I stand my ground. Something dark churns in my gut, and I won’t let Detective DeNoble think he’s won. Not when they’re holding my father hostage for something he didn’t do.

      “Detective?” I make my voice honey-sweet, promising trouble.

      He turns around, annoyance etched into every line of his face. “Yes?”

      “Shouldn’t you give me your card in case I remember something later?” Like how you’re railroading my father, or where you left your detective skills.

      He sighs like I’m the most exhausting person he’s dealt with today, reaches into his chest pocket, and pulls out a card. “Here.”

      “Thank you,” I say, keeping that sugary tone. “I’ll call you if I think of anything. Anything at all.” The threat isn’t veiled.

      He walks away without acknowledging my comment, but his shoulders are tight. Good. Let him worry.

      Twenty excruciating minutes pass before Officer Chen appears in the lobby. “C’mon, Kid, let’s go.”

      “Shit,” I mumble. Of course it had to be him. The universe wants to make this day as awkward as possible.

      The ride to Smith Pharmaceuticals is torturous. The silence between us is thick with unspoken things — about the comic shop incident, tonight, and how wrong everything has gone. When he pulls up beside my car, I can’t suppress a shiver. The caution tape across the entrance flaps in the wind like a macabre flag, marking the spot where everything went to hell.

      “Gonna be okay?” His tone has shifted from earlier — less cop, more human. It almost makes it worse.

      “Yeah,” I say, the lie bitter on my tongue, “I’ll be fine.”

      I can see in his eyes that he knows I’m full of it, but he just nods. At least he has the decency not to call me out.

      “Hey,” he calls out as I reach for the door handle.

      I turn back, bracing myself.

      “Get your father a lawyer.”

      He means it as friendly advice, but it lands like a brick in my stomach. Doing the right thing — calling the cops, telling the truth — has become the biggest mistake of our lives. The irony would be hilarious if it wasn’t destroying everything I care about.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Chen’s cruiser disappears around the corner, leaving me in blessed silence. When I slide into my car, something brown catches my eye — Dad’s wallet on the passenger seat. My hands shake as I open it, fingers tracing his license photo. Dad’s half-smile stares back at me, and something inside me shatters. I feel hollowed out, like someone reached inside and ripped away everything that matters.

      The tears start somewhere between the parking lot and home. Ugly, angry tears that blur the road and make my chest ache.

      Eighteen years. That’s how long I’ve had him nearby. Through every scraped knee and failed test, every teenage tantrum and midnight comic book discussion. Sure, I’ve been a complete ass to him sometimes. Pushed every button. But this — this terrifying uncertainty about his fate — this is different. This is wrong.

      He’s always been my person. My constant. My north star.

      Now he’s locked in an interrogation room while I’m out here, useless. Helpless. The word tastes like poison.

      The apartment is a tomb. His presence haunts every corner — the half-empty coffee mug by the sink, crooked reading glasses on yesterday’s paper, his favorite chair still pulled out from this morning. Each sight twists the knife.

      How do people survive this kind of waiting? This endless, suffocating worry that claws at your insides and whispers worst-case scenarios in your ear?

      I pace the apartment like a caged animal, dialing the station every hour. Each time, the same robotic response: “No updates available.” I want to scream. To break things. To march back and demand answers. Instead, I collapse on the couch when exhaustion wins, our ancient TV droning useless headlines I don’t need.

      Lois Lane materializes from her cat dimension, pressing against my neck like she knows I’m falling apart. When I really break down, she stays, anchoring me with her warm weight while I sob into her fur. My tough-girl facade crumbles completely, leaving me raw and exposed.

      Funny how all those times I played invincible, the fearless badass who could handle anything, never prepared me for this moment. For how easily everything can shatter.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” I whisper into the empty apartment. “I’m so sorry.”

      I drift off clutching my phone, waiting for answers I’m not sure will ever come. My last coherent thought is a promise: whatever it takes, I’m getting him back.
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