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A Prelude: Feel the Echoes First

Before you grasp this burden, listen.

Put on Sia ft. Imagine Dragons – Echoes in My Veins. Let the sound fill the room. This music lives in the space between a heartbeat and a scar; it is the haunting persistence of love that never leaves.

A Message to the Reader

Some stories are a light summer breeze—you flip the pages, laugh, and the plot vanishes without a trace. This book, however, is a burden. It feels dense and heavy, a secret you've kept buried deep beneath your heart for decades.

The moment you grasp the cover, the weight is palpable. A Second Gate, bathed in crimson light, awaits you. Its flames already sear your vision. You step into a domain where love wears shining, icy armor. Here, gentleness is the sharp scalpel of manipulation, and dominance is not a perversion but the cold, hard necessity of survival. To possess control is the only balm for the throbbing, abandoned wounds of old trauma.

You witness the protagonist wield the power of the "Charm," a hypnosis that transcends mere words. The very breath of sadistic games feeds them. Their cold logic punches the air out of every emotional closeness. You feel them break into the life of an innocent, naive character, then exploit that attraction with cruel precision. You hear the victim’s quiet moans in the shadow of the bittersweet taste of power.

The Mirror of Cruelty

Frankly, many people put this book down. They recoil from its raw, bone-deep cruelty and the viciously, suffocatingly honest portrayal of its characters.

Yet, the core truth remains: love changes everything, even the deepest of demons. But the recipe is different. Pink frosting is not the solution here. Redemption doesn't arrive as "love at first sight." Absolution is a slow, heavy, blood-soaked labor that unfolds between the two protagonists and all around them.

The Stages of Absolution

* Empathy and simple human sympathy expose the controlling character's human face. This mirror shows her not the Witch, but the real woman, riddled with aching wounds.

* The compulsion of loyalty and confrontation forces her into a sharp corner. She must accept her solitude and tumble out of her comfortable, rigid comfort zone.

* The power of unconditional acceptance creates the safety of the pack, finally granting her the space to breathe in change.

Relinquish Control

This journey isn't just a dance on the edge of a precipice by two people. It is a descent into the protagonist's own hell. The demons of the past—their smell, their sound, the cold of rock-hard memories—can only be vanquished by the glowing promise of friendship, respect, and shared happiness.

In the end, it is not the dominant mistress who finds peace, but the woman who is finally willing to unclench her tight, trembling fingers from control. She allows the warm, yet seemingly lethal, closeness of attachment.

You are ready for provocation. You crave a violent, scalpel-cut beauty. You understand that this kind of happiness demands you bloody your palms. If so, you stay with us. You lean closer to the flame. But be warned: if you spritz yourself with any "Charm" essence, this book finds you first. We offer this story now. It burns with love, and a touch of cold terror.

Anabelle
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⚠️ WARNING: Content Advisory (CW/TW) ⚠️

This work addresses dark subjects and unsettling content that may provoke intense emotional reactions and could be highly sensitive for some readers.

The novel discusses the following topics in depth and detail:

* Physical Abuse and Violence

* Psychological Manipulation and Emotional Duress

* Substance Abuse

* Child Abuse

The descriptions and the plot are detailed, and dark themes play a significant role in the story.

Reader Discretion: Please take the above list into account before beginning to read. If these topics distress you, or if you do not feel capable of confronting such dark demons, we recommend that you do not proceed with reading the book.

Please make your decision to continue carefully.

Your name still hums beneath my skin

A quiet storm I can’t recent

Every heartbeat whispers low

A song only we two could know

I tried to wash you from my mind

But you’re the rhythm left behind

And you’re the fire, the truth I can’t deny

The memory that watches from the sky

You’re the pulse inside the rhythm of the pain

You’re the echoes in my veins,

The ghost inside my rain.

I close my eyes, you’re everywhere,

The love I can’t unlive, can’t repair.

We’re just embers in the dark,

Leaving permanent marks,

Even silence calls your name.

(Echoes in my veins)

Ooh, yeah, yeah, yeah

(Echoes in my veins)

I see you in the morning haze,

In every sunlit, empty space.

You’re the shadow in my chest,

A wound that won’t let me rest.

You’re the echoes in my veins,

The ghost inside my rain.

I close my eyes, you’re everywhere,

The love I can’t unlive, can’t repair.

We’re just embers in the dark,

Leaving permanent marks,

Even silence calls your name.

I let you go, but you never left.

I’m gone, but your ghost still breathes.

You’re the echoes in my veins...

And I’ll hear you forever...

Ooh... 
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1ST OF JUNE 2035

Miami, the city that never truly sleeps, wakes with the light of dawn. Along the coastal promenades, morning joggers are already in full stride. The air thickens with the scent of the salty ocean mingling with the sharp aroma of steaming coffee, wafting from small Cuban stands. Bicycle couriers weave through the streets, cycling past the slow-waking, pastel-hued Art Deco houses. On the verandas, silent retirees watch the world unfold, like statues from a bygone era.

By midday, the downtown core swells with life, noise, and heat. The city is defined by the steady drone of air conditioning units, the impatient blare of car horns, and the ceaseless bustle of voices speaking Spanish, English, and Creole. In the markets, the sweet perfume of fresh tropical fruits and vegetables hangs heavy, while fishmongers hawk their daily catch with hoarse, loud shouts. Tourists stroll down the famed Ocean Drive, marveling at the dazzling white mansions and photographing the gleaming chassis of luxury sports cars. Meanwhile, locals converse in the shaded cool of small, hidden cafés.

As the sun fades, the city transforms. Neon lights ignite in an instant, filling the streets with an electric, vibrant pulse. Live music spills from the bars and clubs, the rhythms of salsa sweeping pedestrians along. Strummed guitars fill the corners, and couples meander slowly beneath the palm trees. Crowds gather on the beach to watch the sun’s last, orange-hued fireworks show. The cooler night breeze brings relief after the day's heat, and the city morphs into one enormous, vibrant social space.

Miami will never lose its magic. It remains a place dominated by a tropical atmosphere, a riot of cultures, and boundless human energy. Life is one enormous, never-ending summer party.

The Second Gate

The Second Gate’s Miami base is operational. Chris stares at the cold, featureless reports of the last few months on his tablet, a deep furrow of worry tightening above his brow. Nanna organizes papers, the movement punctuated by a loud, frustrated sigh.

“Sign these,” she says, the stack hitting the oak desk with the dead weight of a closed case.

Chris glances up from the screen, his gaze snagging only on Nanna's bony, nervous hands, not her face. “Something’s bothering you.”

Nanna reaches for the calculator, as if mechanical precision might soothe her. “We’re still falling short of Adriana's expectations. We have no dominant.”

“We do,” Chris replies, hunching to pull the documents toward him, already starting to sign. He deliberately keeps his head low.

“The program is only flagging male dominants. And we desperately need a sadistic mistress.” Nanna massages her forehead, her fingertips pressing deep into her skin. Fatigue is palpable in her voice.

Chris looks up abruptly. The papers remain in his lap, the act of signing interrupted. The question glitters in his eyes. “Sadistic?”

Nanna leans in, her whisper creating an unnerving intimacy in the cold office. “Yes.”

“Viv?” Chris asks softly, practically just murmuring his thoughts.

“Vivian?” Nanna's face drains white with shock. “Absolutely not!”

“Single, no family, easily relocated,” Chris lists the facts, but his voice carries a hidden tension. Nanna falls silent, sweeping her brown hair back as if the gesture could sweep away the suggestion itself.

“Ask her for coffee. Get to know her.”

Nanna laughs quietly, a dry, ironic sound catching in her throat. “Oh, no need. I know exactly what she’s capable of.”

Chris slides the stack of papers back across, which Nanna grips tightly. His voice drops, carrying the quiet force of a command: “Adriana won't give her up.”

“Just for a few months,” Chris counters, getting up and heading for the kitchen. His cat, Freya, already follows, meowing loudly.

“Maybe the program will flag someone by then.” He sets down the feeding bowl and starts the coffee machine. The bitter aroma of freshly ground coffee fills the room.

Nanna leans back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. Her eyes narrow to thin slits. “Can we handle her?” Her voice is barely audible, reflecting a gentle uncertainty. Chris leans over her, his palm settling on the chair's armrest, physically dominating the space. “Don't look at me like that. Three goddamn dominants in one place...”

Chris's lips draw near Nanna's. The air in the room thickens.

“And who are you?”

“Your queen,” Nanna’s smile shines, but a mischievous fire burns in her eyes.

“Then who am I?”

“The Lord of the Shadow World,” Nanna's face glows with passion. Chris presses a quick, promising kiss onto her lips. “I'll call Adriana.” Nanna laughs loudly, the sound chasing the tension from the room.

I. Stance Faye

4:45 PM, September 9. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA)

I stare through the thick, dusty window of the precinct at the bustling city below. My mind drifts over tomorrow’s grocery list—rice, coffee, cleaning supplies—the dull monotony of everyday things providing a buffer from reality. Then, the sudden, frantic buzz of my phone shatters my thoughts. The application flashes red: Emily should be home by now, but the GPS beacon is still broadcasting from the school building.

“Sergeant!” That damned door slams open. “We’ve secured these, too. Can I take them to the evidence room?”

I just look at the rookie, who’s sweating like a racehorse and desperate to prove himself. “Do I have to spoon-feed you every single thing?” I ask, my voice flat, laced with a biting, arid boredom.

“No, ma’am...” His head flushes a vivid red, the blood rushing up to his ears. The boy scurries out the door, whispering like a terrified mouse.

I shake my head and reach for my phone, calling Emily for the third time. The ringing is long, empty, an insistent, sharp noise cutting through the silence. No answer. The app cannot be wrong. What the hell is going on? I stand up, the quiet, dull creak of the chair marking the movement.

5:00 PM

I adjust the cool fabric of my uniform, pressing my badge into place with my fingertips. My hair is pulled back in the tight police-protocol bun at the nape of my neck. But dammit, I forget I’m going there as a civilian. With a quick, nervous motion, I take it down and run my fingers through my hair. I wait at a red light. It suddenly hits me: the school isn't far from our house. Why is Emily still inside?

The sun is almost gone, streaks of orange and pink bleed across the sky like a fresh wound over Miami, but my world is already fading to black. The guard booth is locked. The sweet, older woman swears Emily left.

“Right at three, just like always, Faye,” she insists, but her words fall on deaf ears. My own pulse is drumming in my ears, drowning out every other sound.

I stare at my phone and the long, empty, ghostly silence of the corridors. My heart, tempered to steel hardness during my years with the Miami PD, now thrashes beneath my ribs with a strange, ominous rhythm. The parking lot is silent, the playground motionless. Only the sigh of the wind can be heard between the palm trees.

I try calling Emily again, but the call just rings out. My palms suddenly slick with sweat. I start to shake. My phone, the beacon—it can't be wrong. But the attendant is reliable. Something is terribly wrong. A cold, metallic dread streaks down my spine, freezing my bones.

I take a deep breath, trying to force down the raw, familiar taste of rising panic in my throat. Emily should be home. I rush back to my car, phone clenched tight in my hand. I have no more time. Something is wrong!

5:20 PM: The Battle of the Two Selves

My hand is still trembling, the tremor piercing my knuckles and reaching my very bones as I raise the phone to my ear. It's the call I never thought I would have to make. Not as a hardened, armored police officer, but as a naked, shaking mother.

“This is Major Faye Harold, connect me to Mark in Homicide immediately!” My voice is sharper, harder than the steel I iron my uniform with every morning. The dispatcher’s reply is blurred, a distant, confused static.

“Mark, is that you? Listen, this is not a joke,” I say, my voice suddenly thinning like a snapped thread.

Mark immediately grasps that something has happened. His voice is a deep, steady incision into my panic. “Faye, calm down. What’s going on?”

“Mark, my daughter, Emily. She’s missing,” I say, the agonizing word echoing in the car, as if the speakers had shouted it back into my head.

Suddenly, everything I learned—every protocol, every regulation of my police work—vanishes in a single pinprick. Only Emily, my little girl, floats before my eyes. The soft, blonde hair I braided into pigtails this morning. Her button nose, her tiny freckles, and her large, brown eyes, filled with innocent trust... Oh God, help me!

“Her phone is at school, but they say she left. I don't know what happened. Please, help. Now,” my voice is desperation, no longer a command.

I know the call will be logged, and that the search will begin immediately according to protocol. I also know: I cannot participate in it. The very police regulations that once protected me now bind my hands.

Ten minutes later, a patrol car with ominous lights pulls up behind my Audi. Mark, who knows me too well, immediately orders the area sealed off.

“Faye, go home! Wait for us there! Don’t do anything reckless!” he commands, his voice firm, but his eyes reflect worry.

I pace back and forth, chewing my nails down to the quick, staring at the dark, menacing road before me. Something primal, a raw animal instinct, screams inside me. While my mind (the cop) tells me to wait, my heart (the mother) whispers a different truth. The maternal instinct, stronger than any protocol, screams: "Find your daughter, at any cost!"

“I have to find her!” I say, my voice breaking and catching.

“Easy,” Mark says, gripping my shoulder, his fingers tight on the fabric of my uniform. “We’ll find her. Go home. Maybe she just wandered off...”

“NO!” A hot wave of rage washes over me. “Emily is not like that! She knows she has to call...”

“I understand,” Mark nods. “Go home. I’ll check in when we have something.”

5:45 PM

As I turn onto our street, the dark, empty windows of our house stare back at me, as if screaming loneliness. My heart pounds in my throat, a heavy, throbbing rhythm, as I get out of the car. The house is silent, frozen. I open the door and step into the darkness, where my name receives a long, mournful echo. The air is cold and stale, and the silence is ominously heavy.

“Emily?!” I scream, my voice a desperate, hopeless shriek.

I search every corner of the house. Upstairs, Emily’s room is untouched, like a hallowed space. Stuffed animals and books line the shelves, but the bed is empty. I pick up her favorite blanket; the soft fabric is momentarily soothing, but my heart simultaneously shatters with heartbreak.

My phone trembles in my hand as I call Kingston, my ex-husband. The call just rings out, and impatience racks my body like a fever. “Pick up, dammit!” The thought is almost a scream in my head. He finally answers.

“What is it, Faye?” he asks indifferently, his voice flat as a discarded stone.

“Emily,” I say, my voice catching. “She didn’t come home. She’s not here.”

Kingston’s voice, cold and distant, echoes in the hollow space of my phone. “But it's not my week with the kid. We agreed she’d be with you while I’m away.”

My heart freezes for a second, as if encased in ice. “What?! Are you hearing what I’m saying?! Our daughter is missing!”

“I just hope you don't neglect your duties. Find her!” he says, his tone dismissive, as if discussing a garbage bag he’d just thrown out. Then he hangs up, the conversation ending with a harsh, sharp click.

My stomach clenches, as if hit by a sudden, brutal punch. The cold, determined feeling that gripped me at the school now flares into a hot, angry despair. Kingston’s words are like an open, festering wound, and now I know that this is not just about a missing child, but about her father’s cold indifference.

“I don’t believe this!” The shout is painful, raw, and choked off by the silent walls.

11:00 PM

The darkness in the house is thickening, pressing down on the air with a near-physical weight. I sit in the living room, a glass of cold water in my hand, but the dry, bitter saliva in my throat prevents me from drinking. My phone vibrates—it’s my mother calling. Tired, all hope surrendered, I answer. My heart clenches, my throat tightens with a familiar, long-held fear.

“Faye, darling, what happened?” she begins, but there is no lukewarm empathy in her voice, only the sharp, ice-cold tone of accusation.

I tell her Emily is missing and that the police are searching. My mother's words are fuel on a soul already set alight.

“Mom...” I start, the word leaving my mouth faintly, hesitantly, but she cuts me off.

“How could this happen, Faye?! How could you let this happen?” she demands, her voice hard as a stone thrown in your face. “This is your responsibility! You are her mother! How can you be so careless?”

Tears begin to stream, hot, salty rivulets burning my cheeks, but I have no strength to wipe them away. It's not fear, but the shame and guilt that every word sends like a lightning strike to my gut.

“How can you live like this? Alone, with the child, and you can’t even protect this?” she continues, her voice growing scornful, thinning like the needle of a syringe full of poison.

“Don’t say that, Mom,” I weep, but the words are already lost to the dark wind. The call cuts off, but her words pound in my head, a tormenting echo for hours.

I clutch the glass; the cold water now feels warm in my palm. The panic returns, a sharp, suffocating wave. The walls suddenly rush toward me, the space distorts, and my head pounds relentlessly, mercilessly. I collapse onto the soft material of the carpet, and my tears flow silently. Shame, guilt, and fear mix into a thick, choking mass inside me, and the air becomes heavy, unbreathable.

I am alone, in the dark room, in the dead center of my worst nightmare. 

11:30 PM – 12:40 AM

Gasping, limbs trembling, I finally pick up my phone and call Mark. I tell him my suspicions.

“Mark, there’s something you need to know. My ex-husband. He’s out of town, and he knows Emily is missing. He reacted coldly, indifferently. No compassion, nothing,” I say, my voice trembling, almost a scream.

“Faye, calm down. You think he took her?” he asks.

“I don’t know,” I weep. “But something isn’t right. Kingston would never do this, but his voice... it was so frigid, so empty.”

Mark is silent for a moment, the quiet deeper than the earlier noise. Then he says: “Alright, we’ll look into it. Wait at home!”

I hang up, but my thoughts won't leave me alone, like a hand picking at a bleeding wound. Only Kingston’s words echo in my head: “I just hope you don't neglect your duties.” What duties? What is he aiming at? A light flashes in my head, a moment of brutal realization.

“Dammit!” The anger bursts inside me, a hot, pure energy. I pace back and forth across the room, the floorboards creaking beneath my feet—I want to search, to hit, to scream.

A team of detectives is at the house, tracking dogs are sniffing, but they find nothing...

No news at all...

1:00 AM

Unable to stare at the walls any longer, I clutch my phone, not calling anyone, just gripping the object. My thoughts swirl in a vortex: Mark’s words, the empty bag, Kingston’s cold voice, my mother’s accusations. Suddenly, realization strikes like a lightning bolt. I snatch up my phone and immediately call Mark.

“Mark...” My voice is even more choked by tears, distorted into a whisper. “The phone... Emily’s phone.”

Mark’s voice is serious, lead-heavy. “It’s in the news, Faye. Everyone is looking for your little girl. The entire Miami PD, even the FBI, is on the scene.”

The hope in his words is a faint, flickering candle. For a moment, I feel calmed, but my heart aches even more.

“Faye,” Mark continues. “The kidnappers—have they contacted you yet?”

“No calls, no threatening letters, nothing.”

My stomach tightens into a knot. The bad feeling only grows. This isn't a simple kidnapping. This is something else.

“But we did find something,” Mark says.

My heart hammers, so violently it hurts beneath my ribs. “What?”

“Emily’s school bag. We found it in the street next to the school.”

A coldness washes over my body, like an ice bath. The bag, once filled with my daughter's trinkets, her innocence, is now just an object, a cold piece of evidence. It means Emily is somewhere else entirely.

“What’s inside it?” I ask.

Mark’s answer shakes me again. “Nothing. Just her school notebook and a pen. And her phone. The lab is processing samples now... We hope to find something...”

“Oh, God...”

“Was there blood?”

“No.”

“Thank God...”

My phone slips from my hand and lands with a dull thud on the carpet. The dark room now seems even darker, bottomless. The phone. The beacon. The only thing I had to cling to. The beacon was in the bag. I received the signal that Emily was still in school because her phone was there. But Emily wasn’t. It means my little girl was taken with premeditation, and her phone was just a false, cold signal. The bag is full of mysteries. I think this is the worst pain I have ever felt.

5:00 AM

The raw, cruel light of the gray dawn filters weakly through the thin curtain. I sit on the floor, leaning against the cold, hard wall. The phone is in my hand, but I call no one. I can't. My fingers turn white as I grip the plastic, as if it were the last umbilical cord to the world. A single word flashes in my head like a strobe light: Emily. And along with it, the other, poisonous word: Guilt.

Images of the past rush past like a speeding train. The sharp, stabbing sounds of arguments with Kingston, the bitter, metallic taste of divorce, the men, the lies. The birth certificate where only one name is listed as father. At twenty-eight, I was left alone, bound to my child. Nine years of hard work, two tight hugs, and so much laughter. And now... my world is shattering like broken glass beneath my feet. Thoughts fall into my stomach like heavy bullets.

I whisper to myself that I am not a good mother. That sentence is harder to speak than ever before. I am to blame. My conscience tortures me relentlessly, like a cold, sharp whip. Work. Late nights home. Tracking my daughter's every step through an app. I barely know her friends. And now... guilt and fear descend upon me like a dark, suffocating shadow.

The phone suddenly vibrates fast, nervously. The class teacher is calling.

“Faye, I am so sorry,” she begins, her voice catching, as if her words are crying too. Even through the phone, I can hear the shimmer of tears in her voice.

“We spoke to every child, every teacher. No one saw anything. No one.”

Her words stab straight through my heart, like a sharp dagger.

“But... someone must have seen if she was taken from next to the school,” I can barely hear my own voice; it dies out.

“I’m sorry,” the teacher says. “The children... They don’t remember anything.”

The line disconnects. Everything begins to buzz in my head. The children... This can’t be... God... Please, don’t let anything happen to her... The whisper slowly turns into a raw, silent scream.

7:00 AM

The first rays of the sun cut diagonally and anxiously through the precinct window. The bitter, acrid scent of coffee mixes with the smell of scorched rubber and the palpable despair hanging in the air. Phones ring constantly, the whispered words of the detectives carrying tension. Everything is the same as yesterday, as last year, yet today everything is different. My world is crushed to powder. My head throbs with fatigue, my eyes burn as if filled with sand, yet sleep is impossible.

I watch everyone work. Mark speaks with the investigators; the technicians pore over data, trying to piece together the puzzle. The whole team is looking for Emily. But I feel it’s not enough. I don't see the fire of desperation in their eyes. The cops are just doing their duty; they aren't searching for their own child.

“Still no news?” I ask Mark, my voice deep and hoarse from the ceaseless tension.

Mark gestures for me to wait. It feels as though the air is running out of my lungs. Thoughts race in my head with maddening speed. My little girl is missing. My little girl. My only child. And the police see only another case to be filed.

The weight of helplessness settles over me like a cold, heavy shroud. My stomach clenches. The bag is in the lab, the phone holds no trace, the kidnappers haven't called. Every minute, every second is golden, but I just stand here, watching time slip through my fingers like dust. The nauseating fear and the faint hope that Emily is still alive. I think this is the worst feeling I have ever experienced.

7:15 AM

The noise of the precinct suddenly blurs. It's as if a thick glass wall separates me from the world's sounds. My phone vibrates in my pocket, its ringtone so sharp and unreal that it makes the air tremble. My heart pounds in my throat, a wild, irregular rhythm. I pull it out. An unknown number flashes on the screen. My hand trembles, but despite my nervousness, I tap the answer button.

“Major Faye Harold?” a woman’s voice asks. Calm, professional, but the edge of urgency and necessity pulses in her words. “I’m calling from the Local Hospital. We found your daughter.”

My heart stops for a moment. Then it restarts with a powerful, almost painful surge. The fatigue, the fear, the guilt—everything disperses at once, dissolving into the air. Only hope remains. A massive, suffocatingly strong hope.

“What about her?” I whisper, my voice a thin, barely audible gasp.

“She’s in serious condition,” the woman says. “She’s in surgery now. The doctors are fighting for her life.”

The words strike directly into my heart like bullets. All images in my head scramble. Emily is alone in the operating room. She’s fighting. But she’s alive. The thought flows through my spine like a cold stream, focusing on a single point: she's alive.

“I’m coming,” I rasp.

I hang up. Every eye in the precinct is fixed on me. The detectives, the officers. Mark stands there, his face blurred, only the line of his mouth sharp. But only one thing matters now: Emily.

“Where are you going?” Mark demands, his voice commanding, official.

I don’t answer. My feet move on their own toward the exit. My heart is pounding in my throat. The police force, my job, my guilt—everything becomes insignificant, crumbling into dust. Only my daughter exists. I run, but my legs feel sluggish, like in that dream where the ground sticks to your shoes.

I leap into the car. Flooring the gas pedal, I speed toward the hospital. The wind whips my hair, but I don't feel it. There is only one thing: my daughter. The hope that I’ll get there in time, before even that suffocating hope is gone.

The blinding white stretch of the hospital corridor seems endless, absorbing the sound of my steps as if the floor were made of thick foam. The cold, sterile smell of disinfectant burns my nose like a warning. My heart thumps frantically in my throat as a security guard steps in front of me, his strong, spread arms forming a wall.

“You cannot enter the operating room.” His voice is hard, just like his gaze, which seems to reflect his fear.

“I’m her mother! Please, let me in!” My cry is more like a desperate, choked whisper. Hot tears stream down my face, burning into my skin. The man only shakes his head like an automaton and turns away, his face a mask devoid of emotion.

My attention is then drawn to a tall, elegant, red-haired woman. Red trousers, white blouse. She’s quietly talking to a doctor. Their voices are a soft, discreet whisper. Then the detectives appear and head straight toward the woman. Mark notices me and gives a brief, frigid nod. My heart skips a beat. Something is happening that I don’t understand, but I can feel it.

The red-haired woman suddenly turns. Her gaze is calm, almost motionless, but an unknown, dark power grips it. When our eyes meet, my stomach clenches from a cold impact.

“Who is she?” I ask the nurse passing beside me, my voice hoarse, unrecognizable.

“Vivian,” she says, nothing unusual in her words. “She’s the one who found your little girl.”

The world suddenly goes hazy. The words blur in my ears like distant waves. Vivian, the doctor, the detectives. I understand everything. And nothing. She found her. But why? Where? The unexplainable swallows me like a massive black hole.

The noise of the corridor seems to filter in from behind a thick pane of glass; the sounds are muffled and distant. I sit on the cold plastic chair, and time passes slowly, torturously. Then a female doctor appears: Dr. Kovács. Her eyes are tired, shadowed, her gaze holding compassion, but her voice speaks with the steel hardness of professional composure.

“Mrs. Harold.” She begins. The words fall into the air like heavy stones. “Your little girl is stable. She’s out of immediate danger.”

My heart pauses for a second. Then a long, trembling sigh breaks from me, sucking the air from my lungs. The knowledge that she is alive overrides all other pain, a sharp, clean joy.

“She has very severe injuries,” Dr. Kovács continues, glancing at the notes in her hand. “We had to operate immediately due to internal organ damage. Her liver and spleen were injured. We also detected internal bleeding, which resulted from blunt, repeated trauma to the torso. We see signs of beating on her trunk.”

Images immediately flood my maternal brain. My little girl was hit. Mindlessly, cruelly. I try to suppress the hot, churning nausea in my stomach.

“And in the genital area...” The chief physician hesitates, her gaze cracking. “She suffered severe injuries.”

My heart stops for a moment. I don't need medical terms; her eyes, her voice, the pause—they say it all. The pain shoots through my veins like a cold fire. My body goes numb, as if from a massive, paralyzing electrical shock.

“This will be a police matter.” The words leave my mouth on their own, like cold, programmed robot speech. My investigator self is an emergency defense mechanism, trying to suppress the overwhelming pain.

Dr. Kovács looks at me, perplexed. “You... are a police officer?”

“Yes.”

At that moment, reality crashes in again. My own cold, professional voice, the words referring to the police. Behind the cold, analytical tone is devastating, pure pain. Guilt, helplessness, and rage. But I must now channel that rage into finding the perpetrator and ensuring Emily’s healing.

Oh, God?! Mark, the teacher, and the chief physician, Dr. Kovács, are sitting in the room. The air is tense, heavy, oppressive. I demand an update on the investigation.

“Based on the camera footage, this wasn’t a kidnapping,” Mark says. “Someone took your daughter in their own car. Emily knew the person. She went willingly.”

Thoughts rush through my head like a stampede. My detective self searches for an explanation, but there is none. Just a horrible, dark, slimy feeling in my stomach.

Then Dr. Kovács speaks, her voice calm, but every word is cold as a blade. “Your little girl... was the victim of sexual assault.”

At that moment, my police persona collapses. The mask of professionalism falls, shattering into pieces. Only the raw, raging firestorm of maternal pain remains.
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