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The Sisters

The hum of the twin gaming rigs was a familiar counterpoint to the quiet evening settling over the Peterson home in Seattle. In her cozy, carefully organized room, Isabella Peterson sat at her desk, headset snug over her ears. Beside her, at her own setup, her adopted sister, Rachel, tapped excitedly on her keyboard. Across the digital ether, connected through the intricate network of the Saleh Colonies game, was Madison Rossi, their link to a vastly different world.

Five years had passed since a scared, determined pair of thirteen-year-old twins had tumbled off a freight train in Portland, fleeing a life of abuse in San Francisco. Five years after they had made the agonizing decision to separate; Isabella pressing on to seek anonymous safety further north, Madison staying in Portland, alone until she was found by the Rossi family. Five years since Isabella had lived with a hollow ache, convinced her other half was lost forever, before the improbable reunion on the Saleh Colonies game three years ago.

Now, the glow of the monitors illuminated Isabella’s face, usually serene and focused, a testament to her stable life, her faith, and the quiet discipline of her martial arts training. It also reflected the thrill of the game, a space where she, Dagger07, the First Mate of the combat submarine The Talon, could operate with the sharp precision she’d honed in the dojo. 

Next to her, Rachel, Pirategirrl437, the Tactical Officer, was all energetic enthusiasm, navigating the game interface with surprising skill for someone who’d started with no experience. 

And at the helm, though miles away, was Madison, Blade, Captain of The Talon, a veteran of the game, a master strategist whose digital prowess mirrored the formidable tech and information skills she wielded in her real, complicated life.

Their voices, slightly distorted by the headsets, mingled in the shared channel.

"Alright, Blade, course correction 0-2-5 degrees starboard," Dagger07 (Isabella) instructed calmly, her fingers flying over the controls, navigating the deep ocean currents on the game's detailed map.

"Acknowledged, Dagger. Pirate Girl, sensor sweep, full spectrum," Blade (Madison) responded instantly, her voice crisp, commanding.

"Doing it, Captain Blade! Ooh, got fishies! And... wait. Something big at sector Golf-Nine," Pirate Girl 437 (Rachel) reported, a note of excitement in her voice. "Passive sonar indicates... cargo vessel? Looks like a 'Trade Wind' class freighter."

"Okay, keep an eye on it, Pirategirrl," Blade said. "Could be one of ours heading north. No hostile signatures?"

"None detected, Captain. Just the freighter, slow and steady," Rachel confirmed.

The routine chatter continued, a mix of game-specific commands and casual conversation bleeding through.

"Hey Bell," Madison's voice, softer now, the Captain persona easing slightly. "How was Sunday School today?"

Isabella smiled. "Good, Maddie. We talked about the Good Samaritan. The kids asked why the priest and the Levite didn't help. Had a really thoughtful discussion."

"Hmm," Madison mused. "Helping strangers. Figures they'd trip over that."

Rachel chimed in. "Izzy crushed it, as always! And choir practice was... well, practice."

"You sounded good, Pirategirrl," Isabella said easily.

Rachel beamed. "Thanks, Dagger! Hey, question for the Cap'n – think we'll run into any action tonight? It's been kinda quiet."

"Never know, Pirategirrl. The Northerners are unpredictable," Blade replied, a hint of caution in her tone. In the game, the 'Northerners' were the enemy nation. In Madison's real life, 'Northerners' had a different, more immediate connotation. Isabella felt the familiar, faint chill that Madison's casual references to her world could bring. She loved her twin fiercely, but Madison’s life, even filtered through the relative safety of the game, was a constant reminder of the darkness they had escaped, a darkness Isabella had chosen to leave entirely behind. Madison, however, lived within a different spectrum of that darkness, albeit one she seemed to control.

Isabella refocused on the screen, pushing the thoughts aside. She was Dagger07 now, her martial arts training translating into the precise calculation of torpedo trajectories, the swift execution of evasive maneuvers. It was a different kind of discipline than Sunday School or her quiet home life, but it felt just as vital in this digital world.

Suddenly, a red alert flashed simultaneously across all their screens. A new message override appeared – a system-wide distress call.

++URGENT++ ++DISTRESS CALL: CARGO VESSEL 'SEA GRACE'++ ++LOCATION: SECTOR GOLF-NINE. APPROXIMATELY 15 NAUTICAL MILES NORTH OF CURRENT POSITION++ ++SITUATION: TORPEDOED BY NORTHERN PATROL VESSEL. RAPIDLY TAKING ON WATER. SINKING ESTIMATED WITHIN 30 MINUTES++ ++PASSENGERS: APPROXIMATELY 60 NORTHERN COAST NATIVE AMERICANS ABOARD. NO MILITARY PRESENCE. SEEKING IMMEDIATE EVACUATION++ ++REPEAT: SEEKING IMMED...

The message cut out.

The casual chatter evaporated instantly. Blade's voice was all command now, sharp and focused.

"Golf-Nine... That's the freighter Pirategirrl just spotted!" Blade exclaimed. "Dagger, immediate course change! Full power, intercept course!"

"On it! Plotting the fastest route," Dagger07 responded, her mind already calculating vectors, distances, and the Talon's maximum speed. The serenity was gone, replaced by the sharp, focused adrenaline of action.

"Pirategirrl, sweep the area around the distress signal. Look for the Northern patrol vessel – visuals, sonar, anything! We need to know if the threat is still present," Blade ordered.

"Scanning, Captain!" Rachel's voice had lost its youthful lilt, now taut with concentration. "Picking up debris... and... wait... nothing else large nearby. The northern vessel must have hit and run!"

"Cowards," Isabella muttered under her breath, a rare flash of anger escaping.

"Okay, that gives us a window," Blade said, thinking aloud. "But time is critical. Sixty people... we can fit them, but it will be a tight squeeze, and we'll be highly vulnerable on the surface."

"We have to go, Blade," Dagger07 stated, not a question, but a certainty. The image of sixty innocent lives in the game, mirroring the countless vulnerable people in the real world, resonated deeply with Isabella's faith and compassion. Her conscience, shaped by her parents and her beliefs, demanded action.

"I know, Dagger. I know. Preparing surfaced rescue protocol," Blade confirmed. "Bring us up slowly when we're within visual range of the 'Sea Grace'. Pirategirrl, keep eyes everywhere. Any blip, any anomaly, you yell."

"Aye, Captain!"

The game took on a new intensity. The vibrant blues of the deep ocean map blurred past as The Talon surged forward. The atmosphere in Isabella's room crackled with concentration. Rachel leaned closer to her screen, eyes darting across the tactical display. Isabella was a picture of focused calm, her movements precise, economized – the same way she approached a complex martial arts kata.

"Visual confirmed, Captain!" Dagger07 reported as The Talon neared the location. On the main screen, the digital representation of the 'Sea Grace' came into view. It was listing heavily, its deck awash, digital figures clinging to the railings. Smoke plumed from a gaping hole in its side.

"Dang, they weren't kidding. That's fast," Blade said grimly. "Bring us up, Dagger. Keep us half a bow length off their port side. Pirategirrl, open communications on all civilian frequencies. Broadcast our intent: rescue operation, civilian vessel, under the protection of the Native Alliance."

"Surfacing now, Captain," Isabella said. The view changed from the murky blue depths to the churning surface. The Talon, a sleek, dark shape, emerged from the waves.

"Comms open, broadcasting," Rachel reported. "Looks like they see us! They're waving!"

"Alright," Blade's voice was intense. "This is the tricky part. We need to get them across. Dagger, manage the mooring hooks. Pirategirrl, coordinate the transfer protocols. Establish gangplanks - digital ones anyway. We're operating on faith here."

The rescue was a coordinated frenzy. The digital representation of the Talon extended boarding ramps. On the listing deck of the 'Sea Grace', tiny digital figures began scrambling across. The clock in the corner of the screen ticked down relentlessly. 20 minutes... 15 minutes...

"Captain, report from Pirategirrl: We've got twenty aboard!"

"Fifteen minutes left, Blade!"

"Thirty aboard, Captain!"

"Ten minutes!"

"Forty-five aboard!"

"Five minutes! She's going down faster now!"

The 'Sea Grace' dipped precariously, water rushing over its deck. The digital figures moved with increased urgency.

"Fifty-five aboard! Just five more!"

"They're all off! They're all aboard!" Dagger07 yelled as the last figure scrambled onto The Talon's deck just as the 'Sea Grace' gave a final lurch.

"Secure the planks! Emergency dive, Dagger!" Blade commanded. "Get us deep! Pirategirrl, silent running!"

"Securing!"

"Diving! Diving!"

"Silent running enabled!"

The digital submarine slipped back beneath the waves just as, on the screen, the 'Sea Grace' tilted vertically, its stern rising into the air before plunging completely below the surface. A collective exhale from the three of them, even across the miles.

"Sixty aboard," Blade said, a note of weary triumph in her voice. "All saved."

"Wow," Rachel breathed. "That was... intense! More exciting than choir practice, totally!"

Isabella leaned back in her chair, a wave of relief washing over her. Her hands were trembling slightly, a physical sign to the adrenaline of the digital rescue. "Good job, Pirategirrl. Good job, Blade. That was... close."

"Team effort, Dagger," Blade replied. "Okay, let's get these folks to port. Set course for Thariun, Cape Seminole. That's the nearest friendly port in Alliance territory."

The journey to Thariun was quieter, the intensity of the rescue replaced by the low thrum of the game's submarine engines and the gentle bobbing of the digital passengers on deck. They spoke in hushed tones, debriefing the mission.

"Think the Northerners will retaliate for us rescuing their targets?" Rachel asked nervously.

"Maybe. Need to stay sharp," Blade said. "But rescuing Alliance colonists is always the right call."

For Isabella, this was the part of Madison's world she could reconcile with: the clear lines of good and bad, the heroic action, the saving of lives (even digital ones). It was the other parts, the ambiguity, the business aspect of the Rossi family, that remained a source of quiet unease.

They reached the Port of Thariun. The digital passengers disembarked, greeted by NPC dockworkers. Blade logged the mission report, a brief, factual summary of the rescue.

"Okay," Blade said, her voice shifting from the Captain back to Madison. "Mission successful. Cargo vessel lost, but all colonists rescued. Good work, crew. I need to log off for tonight."

"Copy that, Captain!" Rachel chirped. "Logging off too. That was awesome!"

Isabella was about to concur when Madison's voice came through, lower, more direct. "Bell? Can you stay on the call for a sec? I need to talk to you. Like, privately."

Isabella paused, her hand hovering over the log-off button. "Uh, yeah, Maddie, sure. What's up?"

Before Madison could answer, there was a tap on Isabella's door.

"Izzy? Rachel? Dinner's ready!" Sarah Peterson's warm voice called from the hallway. The smell of roasting chicken drifted into the room, grounding them instantly back in the reality of their safe, quiet home.

Rachel was already pulling off her headset. "Oh, dinner! Come on, Izzy, Mom's cooking!"

Isabella sighed inwardly, a mix of anticipation and a touch of apprehension. She loved the game, loved the connection with Madison, but the switch back to Madison's 'real' life, especially when she wanted to talk privately, always carried weight.

"Maddie," Isabella said into the headset. "That's my mom. Can we talk after dinner? I'll call you?"

There was a beat of silence from Madison's end. "Yeah, okay, Bell. After dinner. Don't forget."

"I won't," Isabella promised. "See ya."

"Bye, Bell. Bye, Pirategirrl!"

"Bye, Blade!" Rachel called out.

Isabella logged out of the game. The vibrant screen went dark, replaced by the softer glow of her room and the practical light from the hallway. She took off her headset, the silence of the room suddenly louder. The echoes of the digital rescue mission faded, replaced by the comforting sounds of her family home.

"Come on, Izzy! Mom's waiting!" Rachel urged, already heading towards the door.

"Coming," Isabella said, pushing her chair back. She glanced at the dark computer screen, then at her phone. Madison wanted to talk. After a rescue mission in a digital world where their skills aligned perfectly, Madison needed to discuss something from her other world – the one Isabella had fled, the one she was deeply uncomfortable with, even as she knew her skills, honed by her stable life, might be exactly what Madison needed.

She followed Rachel out of the room, the smell of dinner a warm, solid reality. The conversation with Madison, however, felt like stepping back into the shadowy, unpredictable depths they had just navigated in the game. It would happen after dinner. The wait had already begun.

The aroma of roasting chicken, thyme, and yeast rolls wrapped around Isabella like a warm blanket as she followed Rachel into the dining room. The table was set with their everyday china. Sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air. Mark Peterson was already seated at the head, his Bible resting on a side table, hands clasped loosely in front of him. Sarah was bustling from the kitchen, carrying a bowl of mashed potatoes.

“Ah, Izzy, Rachel, perfect timing,” Mark said, his voice gentle and steady, like the rhythm of a familiar hymn. “Come, sit. Let’s give thanks.”

They all settled into their chairs. Isabella took her customary seat to her father’s right, Rachel opposite her. Sarah placed the potatoes on the table and took her seat next to Mark. The four of them bowed their heads.

“Heavenly Father,” Mark began, his voice filled with simple gratitude. “We thank You for this food You have provided, for this home, and for the love that binds us as a family. We thank You for the gift of each other. Bless this meal to our bodies, and keep us in Your grace. Amen.”

“Amen,” the others echoed.

Dinner conversation flowed easily, a comfortable mix of mundane and meaningful.

“So, how was the game tonight, girls?” Sarah asked, passing the gravy boat.

Rachel, never one to hold back enthusiasm, immediately launched into it. “Oh, Mom, it was amazing! The biggest rescue mission we’ve ever done! This cargo ship got torpedoed, and we had to get all the NPCs off before it sank! It was... intense!”

Isabella added, "Yeah, it was touch-and-go there for a minute. The timer was ticking, and we had to coordinate boarding parties. It was like a real-time strategy and rescue rolled into one." She felt a familiar surge of pride remembering how seamlessly they had worked together, Madison ('Blade') tracking the sinking rate and coordinating transport logistics, Rachel ('Pirategirrl') navigating the Talon into position, and herself ('Dagger') leading the boarding team, even digitally, with a precision born of training.

“NPCs?” Mark inquired, a gentle smile on his face. He was still getting used to the terminology of Isabella’s and Rachel’s online world, but he always listened with genuine interest.

“Non-Player Characters,” Isabella explained patiently. “Like, computer-controlled people in the game. But in this case, they were refugees, simulated of course, from the enemy nation.”

“Ah, simulated refugees,” Mark mused, serving himself some chicken. “Even in digital form, helping those in distress is a worthy pursuit. I see you’re putting those clever minds and quick reflexes to good use.” He glanced at Isabella, a hint of knowing amusement in his eyes. He knew about her passion for martial arts, though the details of its intensity were something she kept to herself. He simply encouraged any discipline that built character and self-control.

“It was really cool, Dad!” Rachel chimed in. “Dagger was amazing at coordinating everything! Just like she is with the little kids in Sunday School.”

Isabella felt a flush of warmth. “Thanks, Rach. It’s just... figuring out how to get everyone to the right place safely.” The irony wasn't lost on her, applying skills honed in self-defense and strategy to protect simulated people, while knowing Madison used similar skills to protect real, vulnerable children, albeit through methods Isabella couldn't fully endorse.

“Speaking of Sunday School, Izzy,” Sarah interjected. “Pastor Davies was asking about the curriculum for the next quarter. She was so impressed with your lesson plans on the Parable of the Sower.”

“Oh, right,” Isabella said, shifting slightly. “Yeah, I’ll finalize those this week. I was thinking of incorporating some visual aids, maybe a little craft activity about different types of soil.” She genuinely enjoyed teaching the children, sharing stories of faith and morality in a safe, nurturing environment. It felt like a tangible way to embody the values her parents lived by.

Mark steered the conversation towards future plans. “College applications are coming due soon, Isabella. Have you given any more thought to your choices? Seattle University is lovely, of course, and close by. Or perhaps further afield?”

Isabella chewed her lip. “Yeah, I’ve been looking. Seattle U’s Philosophy program is strong. And I like the idea of staying relatively close. But I’m also considering some schools with good International Relations programs... maybe someplace that focuses on human rights or aid work.” The truth was, her potential college path felt increasingly intertwined with the complexities Madison’s world represented. How could she study human rights without acknowledging the systemic failures that the Rossis exploited, or arguably, sought to correct in their own way?

The conversation continued, touching on church potlucks, upcoming mission trips, and Rachel’s high school drama club auditions. It was a tapestry of normal, loving, stable life. Isabella participated, smiled, and ate, but a part of her mind remained on the dark computer screen and Madison’s request to talk. The weight of the other world, the one just a phone call away, pressed gently on her.
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The Girl

Meanwhile, across the country in Portland, the air in the Rossi dining room was considerably heavier, thick with unspoken tension and the scent of rich, savory lamb and garlic. The lighting was dimmer, the furniture heavier, and the conversation lacked the easy ebb and flow of the Peterson home. Elias Rossi sat at the head of his table, a man who looked less like a family patriarch and more like a general planning a campaign. Maria, elegant and sharp-eyed, sat opposite him, her posture perfect, her mind clearly on matters beyond the meal. Madison sat between them, outwardly composed, but her gaze flickered between her adopted parents, absorbing every word, processing every detail.

“So,” Elias began, his voice a low rumble that commanded attention. “The preliminary reports are in. Santos’s contact was solid. The girl is thirteen. Held by her uncle in Newberg. He’s deep in debt to the Ramirez crew. Apparently, he’s planning to sell her.”

Madison felt a cold knot tighten in her stomach. Thirteen. The same age she and Bell had been when they ran.

Maria took a sip of water. “Santos confirms the uncle is a user, unreliable. The Ramirez crew is predictable, mostly muscle, but they won’t hesitate if they think they’re being crossed. They expect delivery by the end of the week.”

“End of week,” Elias repeated, his fingers tapping lightly on the table. “Not much time. Madison, your analysis?”

Madison straightened in her seat, shifting from ‘daughter’ to ‘analyst’. “Surveillance on the Newberg house is set up and running. Standard cams, audio feeds, thermal scans. Uncle Ricardo never moves after midnight. Ramirez crew lookout drives by twice a night, irregular schedule but always between 1 and 3 AM. House has standard suburban security: easily bypassed. The girl, Carla, is kept in the basement. We’ve got intermittent audio – sounds distressed but not injured. Yet.”

Elias nodded, a flicker of approval in his stern eyes. “Good. Entry points?”

“Basement window is weak, or the back door after bypassing a simple deadbolt. Easiest access is likely through the neighbor’s yard to the rear of the property under cover of the large oak,” Madison reported, her voice clinical, detached from the horrific reality of the situation. This was how she coped, focusing on the data, the logistics, the solvable puzzle.

Maria added, “Legally, it’s complicated. Involving official channels would be messy, slow, and put the girl at risk if the uncle or Ramirez gets spooked. We move fast, quiet. Extract the asset, disable the uncle without excessive noise. Deal with the Ramirez crew later if they come looking.” The term "asset" grated on Madison, even though she knew it was family parlance for the person they were rescuing.

Elias looked at Madison directly. “This is high risk. Ramirez isn’t our usual kind of problem. Pure opportunists. They won’t back down easily.”

“Understood,” Madison said. She knew her role. She was the eyes and ears, the planner, the escape architect. The physical execution was not her domain, but she had to provide the flawless intelligence that made it possible.

She hesitated, then decided to push. “Elias, Maria... I’ve been thinking. For missions like this, where precise, quiet, rapid extraction is needed... and dealing with... physical resistance...” She chose her words carefully. “My sister. Dagger.”

Elias’s eyebrows rose slightly. Maria’s expression remained neutral, but a spark of keen interest lit her eyes

“Ah yes, Isabella Morales.” Elias said, testing the name. “You believe her skills are applicable?”

“Absolutely,” Madison affirmed, her voice firm. “Her martial arts training isn’t just for sport. It’s discipline, spatial awareness, close-quarters combat, tactical thinking under pressure. I see it in the game: she’s always the one coordinating the rescue, the extraction, securing the perimeter. Her reaction time, her ability to assess threat levels and neutralize them efficiently... it’s exactly what you need for situations that require minimal force, maximum control, and zero noise.”

“She’s a black belt, isn’t she?” Maria recalled, filing away the information Madison had shared over the years about her twin’s life in Seattle.

“Multiple,” Madison confirmed. “Plus years of competition. She’s precise. Controlled. And she hates bullies. More than anyone I know.” She thought of Bell, the way she’d protected her fiercely, instinctively, even before they understood the full horror of their home life.

Elias leaned back, considering. “A street fighter is one thing. A trained combatant with that level of control... intriguing. She could be valuable. A potential asset.”

“She’s not an asset, Papa,” Madison said, a rare edge entering her voice. “She’s my sister. She lives a different life. A... structured life. She wouldn’t operate under our rules.” The thought of dragging Bell into this world was terrifying, but the need for her unique skills for missions like Carla's was undeniably compelling.

“She helped rescue those refugees in the game tonight,” Elias noted, a hint of connection made. “Putting herself at risk, albeit simulated, for strangers in distress. Sounds... familiar.”

Madison nodded, understanding the parallel. Bell’s inherent need to protect the vulnerable, even in a game, mirrored the Rossis’ justification for their actions, however warped the methods might seem. “She has the instinct. But she also has deep-seated boundaries about... violence. Our methods.”

“We know,” Maria said softly. “But potential is potential, Madison. And this child needs us. Perhaps your sister’s unique perspective, combined with her demonstrated capabilities, could offer a solution that avoids... certain avenues.”

Madison knew they were right. Bell’s skills, her morality, her inherent goodness – they weren’t just mismatched with the Rossi world; they were potentially the answer to some of its darker problems. They could be the light filtering into the shadows. But at what cost to Bell?

“I need to talk to her,” Madison said finally, her gaze distant. “Tonight. After dinner.” She had already planned it. Tonight’s rescue, the stark reality of Carla’s situation – it had crystallized something. She couldn’t keep Bell completely separate forever, not when her twin’s abilities could save lives like Carla’s. But how to even begin that conversation?

The Rossi dinner continued, a strategy session disguised as a meal, while across the country, the Peterson dinner was winding down, a comfortable ritual of family and faith. Two worlds, connected by blood and love, preparing for a conversation that could potentially bridge an impossible chasm, or perhaps, widen it forever.



Back in Seattle, the dishes were cleared. Isabella helped stack them in the dishwasher, the scent of lemon soap replacing the chicken. Rachel had retreated to her room to start homework. Mark settled into his armchair with a theological journal, and Sarah began knitting. The house was quiet, peaceful.

Isabella lingered in the kitchen, her foot tapping softly. She glanced at the clock. Late enough. She excused herself, went back to her room, and closed the door gently. The dark computer screen seemed to beckon, a gateway to the other Madison. She picked up her phone. Her thumb hovered over Madison’s contact name – ‘Maddie’. 

Taking a deep breath, grounding herself in the quiet stability of her room, she pressed call. The wait was over. The conversation, the one that would pull her back into the unpredictable depths, was about to begin.

The phone rang twice before Madison picked up, her voice low and steady but threaded with urgency.

“Bell.”

Isabella swallowed and closed her eyes briefly, then nodded to herself, answering as firmly as she could manage.

“Hey, Maddie. What’s going on?”

The line crackled softly for a moment before Madison’s deep breath filled the silence.

“It’s a girl named Carla. Thirteen years old. Victim of human trafficking. Held in Newberg, by her uncle.”

Isabella bit her lip at the name. The gravity of it settled heavily in her chest. “I had a feeling it was something like that.”

“Right,” Madison said quickly, eager to keep the conversation focused and clear. “We’ve got until the end of the week before he moves her somewhere even worse. We need to get her out. I— I want your help.”

Isabella’s heart pounded. The room felt too warm, too tight. Her hand trembled against the phone.

“This... this would mess everything up here, Maddie.”

“I know.” Madison’s voice softened. “I’m not asking you to join the mafia. I want you because of you—your skills, your discipline, your instincts. You wouldn’t owe anyone. Not the Rossis, not me. I swear. This is about saving someone who’s trapped. It’s about doing the right thing.”

Isabella drew a slow, steadying breath. Her mind flashed to Mark’s sermon that morning — loving those on the fringes, walking with the broken rather than condemning them. But this was different. Dangerous. Dark.

“It isn’t just risking me,” Isabella whispered. “It’s what it might mean—what I’d have to live with if it all falls apart. You don’t understand how much peace I’ve found here. How much I need it.”

“I do understand,” Madison said quietly. “I miss that peace, too. I want that life for you. But sometimes... love means stepping into the chaos to pull someone else out. You taught me that when we ran, remember? That we survive by watching each other’s backs.”

Isabella felt the familiar ache of missing her twin, sharp and raw like a fresh wound.

“I remember.”

There was a pause, weighty but not uncomfortable. Then Madison shifted, her voice sharper, more businesslike.

“Look, I’ve already talked to Elias and Maria. They’re onboard with this. They don’t expect you to take orders. You steer your own course. I just want you there, so Carla gets pulled out clean. No collateral damage. No unnecessary violence. We can do this quietly. Together.”

Isabella ran her fingers along the edge of the desk, eyes fixed on the window where moonlight sifted through the curtains. After all these years, after the nightmare of before and the safety she’d built since, she was about to walk toward a new kind of danger.

Still, the thought of a thirteen-year-old girl trapped and terrified... It was impossible to turn away.

“Okay,” Isabella said finally, her voice low but certain. “I’ll come. But I’m telling my family I’m just visiting you. Just for a few days since it's spring break.”

“You’re the best,” Madison breathed. “You won’t regret this.”

“I hope I don't...” Isabella’s voice cracked slightly before finding strength again. “I think I need to do this."

Madison smiled, though Isabella couldn’t see it. “Welcome back, Bell.”
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