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Tragedy never leaves the soul, it stays there forever and it is up to those victimized by the incident to learn how to live with it. Danielle Ring was finally starting to look more like the person she was before her daughter was taken. People used to look at Danielle like she was invincible, untouchable, unstoppable. She was a twenty year old single mother of a rambunctious daughter, working two part time jobs halfway across town in opposite directions from her apartment, and also taking online classes to finish out her degree. When she graduated from college, no one doubted that she would be able to take on the world.

Her daughter was seven years old by the time Danielle graduated and it was on that seven year old’s insistence that they walk down to the park. On that bright and beautiful Saturday morning, they walked down the windy street to celebrate Danielle’s graduation with an ice cream. It had been a month since Danielle’s graduation, but that was Ollie.

Olivia Ring, Ollie as she preferred to be called, would hold onto small bits of important information for as long as possible, often times holding on longer than any other kid her age, but she would do it to justify the things she wanted at the time. Last year it had been Christmas, they’d finally gotten a White Christmas and adorable little Ollie used that as an excuse to go walking through the park, all bundled up against the cold, until the snow was finally gone in March. Then, their reason for going on a walk was that the snow was finally gone! They could just walk on the pavement without the possibility of slipping like a cartoon!

There was no snow at the park this time, not even a hint of rain or a threat of cold. The wind was a cool breeze against the summer sun and Ollie was wearing a wide straw sun hat that she had been enamored with since she found it floating in the wind. Danielle had urged her daughter to leave it behind but if there was one thing that she passed on to her daughter, it was her persistence, her stubbornness even in the face of being absolutely wrong. A sun dress and a straw hat, Ollie looked adorable as they walked.

Whether it was because the ice cream man knew of Danielle’s graduation or because Ollie demanded a free ice cream in the cutest manner possible, Danielle and Ollie ended up on a bench sharing a small paper bowl of strawberry and chocolate ice cream without having to pay for it. There was an event going on the far side of the park, from where they were Danielle couldn’t tell if it was a farmer’s market, an art festival, or just a cluster of people clumped together. For years, Danielle’s deepest regret was not holding her ground and refusing to cross the park. They should have just gone back to the apartment and finished packing.

Instead, they went over to find out that it was a farmer’s market and after a few moments of wandering, Ollie vanished. She was holding Danielle’s hand, she called for her mother to look at something, but when Danielle turned to look her daughter was gone and that straw hat was floating down to the ground as if Ollie had simply disappeared from beneath it.

Frantic would be a good word to describe Danielle in the moments that followed, nearly everyone at the market was pulled into her world, looking for her daughter. The policeman at the market took charge, organizing the search, but no one found anything and as the minutes turned into hours, people started to drop out of the search until it was just the policeman, Danielle, and a cluster of other cops that arrived to help.

The hours turned into days, the days turned into weeks, and eventually frantic was no longer a suitable word to describe Danielle. Some called her crazy, some believed her that her daughter was taken, some thought that she had done something, but no one stood by Danielle as the weeks turned into months, turned into years. Broken, hurting, stuck; they all described her fairly well.

Her family would have stood by her, but Danielle distanced herself from them when all they wanted to talk about was moving on, getting help, or starting up the search again. Despite the fact that they had been about to move from that apartment, Danielle had never been able to finish packing, she hadn’t been able to unpack anything either. Her savings burned down to nothing over the first two years, somewhere in her mind she was able to pull herself together enough to hold down a job at a local cafe. It wasn’t enough to live, but Danielle was not really living anyone. She had lost her entire world, she had lost Ollie.

It took longer than anyone thought, but Danielle was finally pulling herself back together years later. Ten years later, to be exact. She had left the diner after the first few years, kept the apartment but finally unpacked most of the boxes. Ollie’s room was locked away, all of her toys and coats that had been scattered around the apartment found their way back behind that locked door. Danielle had not moved on fully, she knew she could never let go of her daughter, she knew she was just shutting away memories that were just too painful even after so many years, but it was better than how she had been passing the time.

Her degree landed her an office job across town, it paid much better than Danielle anticipated and even in her half-healed state she was able to dot the i’s and cross the t’s to excel where her colleagues were still struggling. She was a rising star in the eyes of the company heads, even if she was still just going through the motions in her own eyes. Slowly those motions gained meaning, the things she made herself due became more than just monotonous tasks to pass the daylight hours. It wasn’t the same kind of happiness she’d felt before the tragedy, but it was a ghost of it.

She never went to a support group, she never talked with anyone about what happened after the first few years passed, but she did eventually open up and let someone into her life. His name was James and he was something like a facility inspector for her employer. He would check the equipment, fix anything that was not working properly, and then he would go about his way. One day when they both showed up a little too early for work and the doors weren’t open yet, James treated her to a coffee. It probably shocked him that they didn’t talk, but Danielle later revealed that it was nice to just sit and enjoy a coffee with someone.

It became their new normal, meeting up at the coffee spot just a block away from the office just an hour before the doors were unlocked and they would simply enjoy the coffee together. Small talk became a part of the coffee slowly, mostly prompted by James, but he would always bring up things that happened to slip by Danielle. New music, upcoming plays, restaurants struggling to stay open, restaurants popping up in place of those that failed, and other beats from the heart of the city. Danielle rarely looked into the things they talked about, to her it was enough to hear James’s thoughts on the subject. If he cared deeply about something, and she learned how to tell when he did, she would give it a try but other than that, his synopsis provided via small talk was as much of the world as she could handle.

One morning when James didn’t arrive for coffee, Danielle panicked. It was just car trouble, James explained when he finally arrived at work an hour after the doors opened, but it was enough to trigger things Danielle had tried to forget. Against her best intentions to separate that part of her life from everything else, she let James in and told him about Ollie. Danielle had no idea how James would react, but at the end of the story he smiled even though she could see the sadness in his eyes. As if he understood her better than Danielle could’ve ever hoped, James didn’t push for anything. He set one hand on her clasped hands while his other took her phone. He exchanged their numbers for her and promised to always answer if she called.

Daily coffee was joined by a weekly dinner, they never talked much about it but slowly Danielle opened up more and would actively participate in their conversations beyond just commenting on what James had said. One week, when they were attending a show that was more like a lounge than a concert, Danielle slipped her hand into James’s and held on tight as they listened.

Whether it was because of James’s support, because enough time had passed, or because Danielle had healed enough, Ollie’s upcoming birthday did not send her back into the deep pit of despair that it had for the last nine years. Instead, it was a weight that showed in her motions. When she was getting ready in the morning, Danielle found memories of helping Ollie with her shoes rushing back. When she was walking to the bus stop, the cold wind brought her back to the winter that they walked to the park in the snow because of the White Christmas. Sitting on the bus, Danielle thought back to the time they rode across the city to get to the zoo but hopped on the wrong bus and instead ended up downtown where they spent too much money on clothes for both mother and daughter, but for a month they were still the best dressed matching pair in the village square.

Work was a reprieve from the heaviest of the memories, it was only the little things that Danielle did that made her think of Ollie then. The way she folded the corner of each page she’d finished, the way she tucked her pen under the edge of keyboard when she wasn’t using it. That evening she went out with James and they spent most of the night together at a small restaurant with next to no other patrons. Danielle told him about Ollie, more than just what happened, she told him what she was like, what she liked, and what she inspired in Danielle.

When James gave Danielle a ride back to her apartment, she confessed that she wasn’t ready to say goodnight. They ended up in her apartment, talking more about Ollie, and eventually Danielle went to her bedroom to sleep after setting James up with a pillow and blanket on the couch.

Danielle woke up before her alarm, as if a hazy filter had been lifted from her eyes she felt more alive than she had in too long. She picked up the clothes scattered around her room before getting dressed and heading out into the living room to find James still asleep on the couch. She was admiring the peaceful smile on his face when her alarm went off and his eyes snapped open.

“Sorry!” Danielle half-shrieked as she bounded back to her room and slammed her hand down on the alarm clock. When she returned to the living room, James was looking down at his clothes as if he’d made a terrible mistake. Danielle couldn’t help but smile, he looked cute for the first time in her eyes. His hair was a mess, his shirt was intensely wrinkled, and his pants were not in better shape. The half smile on his face made it look like he knew he should’ve thought ahead.

He looked around the room, eyes settling on the kitchen, “If I make breakfast, could you run down to the car and grab the bag out of the back seat?”

“Only if you make coffee.”

“Fair deal,” was all James said before he tossed her his keys and stepped into the kitchen.

They had parked in the spot next to her car last night, and it was not a long walk from the complex to the neighboring parking garage. As Danielle grabbed the bag out of his car, she found herself staring at her once bright red Toyota Camry that was now covered in a heavy layer of dust. It hadn’t moved in years, ever since Danielle had nearly caused a serious accident when she got lost in her own mind while driving.

Danielle found herself circling her car, wondering if she was ready to drive again. When she reached the hood of the car, a piece of folded white paper stuck under the windshield wiper caught her eye. It was a stark difference to the dust around it, she pulled it out without getting too much dust on her hands. Unfolding it and leaving fingerprint smudges as she did, Danielle felt James’s hit the ground next to her before she’d realized she’d dropped it. The full page was mostly blank, except for four words typed dead center: Your daughter is alive.

YOUR DAUGHTER IS ALIVE

Danielle’s mind was caught in a schism. She both knew that the words on the page were false but there was a truth to it. Her daughter was dead, there was no other alternative that Danielle had seriously considered. Ollie had been gone so long wasn’t there no possibility that she had just been held somewhere? Danielle had heard stories of people that kidnapped children to raise them as her own, could that have happened to Ollie? Part of her mind refused to believe that Ollie would let something like that happen, but what if they hurt her, forced her to stay? Ollie was a smart kid, smarter than any child Danielle gave birth to had any right to be, but would she be able to remember where she lived or how to get there if she woke up in a strange place?

The note folded as easily as it had unfolded, Danielle stuck it in her pocket and picked up James’s bag. She hefted it in her hand, it was heavy but not too bad; change of clothes? On the way back up to her apartment, Danielle went back and forth in her mind on the subject of the note. Would she tell James? Would she keep it to himself? Was there anything to it anyway or was she just hoping that it was true? Why would anyone put it there if it wasn’t? Danielle wasn’t anyone important, she was not that special in the grand scheme. She had money, but she was not rich. She worked for a powerful company, but she had little to no pull there. If it was about money, did the person who left the note know how much she had?

Just before she turned the knob and pushed her door open, Danielle’s brain screamed at her to stop. She hadn’t let anyone into her life since Ollie’s disappearance, she had not told anyone about Ollie... except James. Was he involved? Danielle did not have time for thoughts like that, instead she pushed the door open. He was in the kitchen, frying something on the stove. The smell of coffee and bacon filled the air. James’s head tilted back and twisted so that he could look her way, “Hey there go-”

His mouth hung open but his voice cut out as if he’d seen a ghost, it took a moment for him to pick up the pieces that fell apart. When he did, his sentence went an entirely different direction as he took the pan off the burner and set it on an unlit part of the stove, “What’s wrong? What happened?”

Danielle set his bag down on the dining table, she touched her face. There were tear streams running down her cheek, she had not even noticed that she was crying. James was there in a heartbeat, completely caught off guard by her appearance, Danielle knew that he had no idea what was going on but he embraced her anyway. In his arms, Danielle sunk her head into the crook of his neck and let whatever tears had been held back out. James held her for as long as she needed and then he grabbed the coffee, poured it just how she liked, and then they sat at the kitchen table. James took her phone, did something for a moment, and then did something with his as well before setting them both down out of the way.

When they were drinking coffee, James asked, “What happened?”

Danielle didn’t say anything, she didn’t trust herself to say the words. Instead she pulled the note out of her pocket and set it in front of James as she hid her face behind the warm cup of coffee. He read it with the same tact that he looked at most things in life; a casual smile and discerning eyes. Danielle found comfort in the fact that he didn’t say anything, instead he looked to her once he was done reading and waited. 

“The car you parked next to last night, that was mine.” Danielle admitted, “I haven’t driven in years, but I keep just in case. That note was tucked under the windshield.”

“How long had it been there?”

Danielle ran her hands through her hair, “I haven’t gone to the car in years, last night was the closest I’ve gotten to it... But I know it was put there after we parked and came up stairs. I would’ve noticed it last night and there is no dust except from my fingers and where it touched the car.”

“Have you ever gotten a note like this before?”

Danielle shook her head.

“Was there anything out of place when you were walking to the car?”

Again, Danielle shook her head. There was nothing out of place, nothing abnormal except the man in her apartment after so many years of shutting everyone out. The way she looked at James while thinking that hurt him, he knew what she was thinking and instead of pointing out that he had nothing to do with it. He just sighed and rubbed his temple. Did that mean he had something to do with it? Danielle questioned herself again.

There was no way he had anything to do with it. James was far too smart to act such a way if he had been involved. The truth behind his actions revealed his intelligence further when Danielle realized it. What had she done if he’d denied it outright? Would she have believed him if he had blatantly said he was not involved? No. They both knew that, but he realized it first and kept his mouth shut.

James took a drink of his coffee, “What do you want to do?”

“We need to get to work.”

“You texted in sick. So did I.” James shrugged his shoulders, “Couldn’t let you go to work in the state you are in.”

Danielle thought about chastising him, going back on the text he’d sent for her, but she couldn’t work today anyway, he was right. Even if she went, she wouldn’t be able to focus. She needed something different today, she needed to figure out if that note told the truth. Finishing his coffee, James picked up the bag from the table, “Mind if I use your bathroom to change?”

“Not at all, it’s the door on the left.”

James disappeared into the bathroom, Danielle savored the last dregs of her coffee before putting up their cups and picking one of the crispy pieces of bacon out of the pan James had been working with. How he’d left it, the grease was hot enough to cook the rest of the bacon. It was nearly burnt in placed, but mostly okay. James stepped out of the bathroom and froze in place while Danielle was in the kitchen, she could see that he was looking to the door. The door she’d never shut when she came in.

She took a step toward him so she could see around the corner to the door, true to her memory she had not shut the door. Outside, on the wall across from her door someone had spray painted a phrase in large white block letters that were bleeding heavily as if only to prove that it had just happened; WHY DIDN’T YOU LOOK HARDER?

James grabbed his phone and the note from the table, he snapped a quick picture of the words with his phone and then stuffed it into his pocket. “Sorry if you thought of something better to do while I changed... but we need to go to the police.”

The Courier

It was a strange job, that was easy to tell. Natalie Thompson had signed on to the courier service to help pay for college and up until now it had seemed to be an easy way to make money. Now she was uncomfortable, sitting on a hard metal bench, following the weirdest instructions anyone had ever seen attached to the package she was supposed to deliver. It might have been better if she wasn’t waiting at a police station to deliver it. The Desk Sergeant was less than helpful, there was no one hear by the name she’d been given, and she wasn’t allowed to hand the package off to anyone other than the name listed on the package.

The client had paid through the nose, according to Natalie’s boss, to have this specific package delivered to a specific recipient on this day at this police station. Unfortunately, it seemed like that person was not here. Natalie turned the package over in her hand, it was more like an envelope than a box but it was packed full turning it from its supposedly flat and normal shape into something more like a half inflated balloon. Natalie also hadn’t mentioned to anyone the weirdest part of the package. On the opposite side of the peel and stick label that her employers had stuck on the package there was a giant stamp in red ink: NO POLICE

If she had thought more about the package itself, the history she knew of it, and what it all might mean, maybe Natalie would’ve done something differently. She was just trying to pay for college by delivering packages though. The package’s history was not lengthy, it was just strange. It had been posted just the day before, but Natalie had been working at the time the package was stamped with and she didn’t remember it coming through the door. Moreover, the package had the store owner’s credentials on the tab but the store owner had not been in since last week. He was supposedly on vacation in Colorado, but some of the associates had figured out that he was taking a week off to deal with family issues that were boiling out of control.

Natalie had did her best to stay out of the gossip, but as she turned the package over in her hands for the fifteenth time she was beginning to wonder if something was going on. She’d arrived the minute the police station opened in the morning, per the client’s instructions, and she made her case to the Desk Sergeant who did not seem to care at all. She was shown to the bench where she still sat, waiting, and that was all that had happened in the last four hours. People came and went, at first it was mostly patrol officers headed out for the day. Slowly cops came back with people in tow of without, Natalie realized as she waited that this was nothing like she’d imagined a police station would be.

On television, they were either bustling with activity and raucous prisoners or dead silent waiting for the bomb threat to be called in. Instead, this station was somewhere in the middle. The people that were brought in and processed weren’t screaming, they weren’t making a scene, they were just impatiently waiting. Natalie slowly realized while she watched that it was more like the DMV than she’d ever thought it would be. Everyone waited in line, waiting to talk to the Desk Sergeant, who would then tell them were to go wait next.

Everyone that came through the doors had a reason for being there, at first Natalie bugged them all, checking to see if they were the recipient. She stopped after the fourth person blew her off, it wasn’t until two people walked through the door without that same motivated look that Natalie thought to ask again. It was a man and a woman, both in their late thirties. The man looked calm but worried, the woman was clearly in distress but doing her best to handle herself. Natalie almost pounced on them as they came through the door, but she held off.

They walked up to the Desk Sergeant, who was surprisingly able to talk to them right away. Once they were talking, Natalie sunk back into the bench and waited to see if the next person to walk through the door would be the recipient. Before she could settle in too deeply, she overheard the Desk Sergeant, “... said your name was Danielle?”

Natalie’s ears perked up, she straightened her back and looked over to the Desk Sergeant who frustratedly looked over to Natalie and beckoned her over. The Desk Sergeant explained something to the couple as Natalie made her way over, by the time she reached them the woman practically tore the package from Natalie’s fingers. Natalie didn’t fight her, instead she handed a notepad over as well, “I just need a signature and confirmation that you are... Danielle Ring.”

“I am.”

“Perfect.” Natalie said as she took the signed notepad back and tucked it away in her pocket. Before leaving she added, “If you have any questions, call the number on the tag.”

The woman, Danielle Ring, didn’t seem to register what Natalie had said. She got the man’s attention, Mr. Ring? and made sure that he understood their policy. Then Natalie was back onto the streets, headed to the next pick up spot to grab another package and make another thirty bucks.

The Contents

One hundred and eighteen pictures filled the envelope. Danielle had them spilled out onto her dining table. They were singular in their focus, in their design, in their subject. On the polaroids a single girl filled the frame of each picture and a plain white backdrop behind her hid any details about the location that the pictures were taken. Every picture was the same; the same girl, the same lighting, the same backdrop. The only constant between them was the passage of time. At first she was seven years old, Danielle knew that because the pictures were of her daughter. The youngest version of the girl was in the oldest picture and she was the spitting image of Ollie the day she vanished.

One hundred and eighteen pictures, one for every month since Ollie had been taken. As soon as she opened the envelope, Danielle was subjected to a painful farse of watching her daughter grow over the last ten years. At first her eyes were full of tears, her face wretched in sadness. Her eyes dried out over the months, her hair grew longer but was then cut extremely short. Ollie’s cheeks grew shallow over the course of five pictures that should have been the beginning of her teenage years. Her eyes grew hopeless and her mouth settled into a thin line at the bottom of her face.

One hundred and eighteen pictures of her child, but the most painful part was when Danielle realized that Ollie eventually started to smile. It was in the pictures that followed the beginning of her teenage years. She would have been fifteen years old in them, Danielle was nearing the end of the stacks of polaroids as she watched her daughter’s face fill out again. The color return to her cheeks, her eyes regain some luster, and one corner of her mouth tilt up into a smirk. The smirk became a smile, her eyes held laughter and hope in them. Ollie had moved on around the same time that Danielle had.

One hundred and eighteen pictures, signifying the months that Ollie had grown up. The pictures also signified how far Ollie had grown away from Danielle, the girl in the pictures was biologically her daughter but beyond the failure of losing her years ago, Danielle did not comfort her once in the time that span the pictures. Danielle didn’t bring the smile back; she hadn’t nursed Ollie to health when she got ill, she hadn’t sat by Ollie’s side on sleepless nights, she hadn’t been there. All Danielle had done was lose her daughter.

One hundred and eighteen pictures... and one note. Written in a different hand than the others, or at least with more care. If you wish to see your daughter alive, bring three hundred and seventy five thousand dollars to the Stone’s Gate Ferry tonight at Midnight.

Ransom

Stone’s Gate Ferry closed years ago. Danielle had not realized that until the moment that she parked her dusty red Camry. On the way over, she harkened back to the last time she’d been there. It was when Ollie was five years old, the Victorian Gothic style of the Ferry Terminal had seemed so revivalistic and charismatic at the time. The polychromatic bricks and peaked gables had given an odd sort of life to the buildings. Now that everything was covered in a layer of dust and some of the stained glass windows were broken out only to be boarded up, the sight weighed heavy on Danielle’s heart.

As midnight neared and her heart raced faster than possible, Danielle sat in the driver’s seat of her car. The engine still running, a little voice in her head told her that she could turn away, turn back to the police. It was James’s voice, she realized, even though he had never said the words and probably wouldn’t... It was his voice letting her know that she had options, that she wasn’t forced into doing anything. He didn’t get it, Danielle told herself as she turned the ignition off and pulled out the key. No matter the consequences, no matter the fallout, Danielle had come to far to back off or run away. She would follow this through to the bitter end for better or worse because there was a sliver of hope that at the end of all this... she would have Ollie back.

It was one thing to say it in her head and another thing to follow through with her actions. Danielle found the duffel bag too heavy to carry in hand so she had it slung over her shoulder, the weight pulling her down to the left just enough to annoy the muscles in her back. The exact amount the note had asked for was held within the old black duffel. Danielle did not pause to think how they had known about the money, if they really had Ollie, she would’ve told them. It was her College money. Danielle had saved every dollar she could when Ollie was still with her and after Ollie had vanished, Danielle did not even think to stop saving. It eventually became habit to put her tips, her left over cash, her change into the duffel. Eventually she had to break it up, portion it out into smaller amounts and count it. Change was exchanged at the bank, Danielle eventually hid it under the floorboards of the apartment. If this was the cost of getting Ollie back, Danielle would not hesitate to pay.

The tall towers at the corners of the ferry terminal that once held clocks and art now loomed over her as claws pulling her into the building. The door should’ve been locked, it should’ve been closed, but as Danielle approached she found that it was opened for her. A crow cawed overhead just as Danielle approached the door, she barely contained a shriek as she stumbled forward through the door. Her left hand held the short strap of the bag, alleviating some of the weight but not enough to be comfortable. The building was not lit, not entirely, but someone had staged fluorescent work lights up to guide Danielle through the darkness. Maybe they were left by a work crew, maybe they were brought entirely for her benefit. Either way, Danielle followed the path the lights made.

The wind swept through the abandoned terminal, Danielle’s eyes lifted to the darkness above to try and spot the crows that cawed again. The sound of rustling chains ahead of her shot her eyes back to ground level but there was nothing to be seen. Danielle fought every urge, every instinct to reach for the small of her back or run away. The path through the darkness seemed to stretch on forever, much longer than the building should’ve allowed, but Danielle knew she was reaching the end as she saw that the fourth light away from her was flickering. It was the last light on the chain and that was where she would call out that she was here. If they wanted her to follow the lights, she would not depart from them.

As Danielle came within ten feet of the flickering light, a shadow stepped out of the darkness. The flickering light revealed a hooded figure, Danielle’s right hand moved without her brain’s approval. The Ruger LCP 2 belonged to James but it fit perfect in Danielle’s hand as she whipped it toward the hooded figure. It was their compromise; he would stay at home, but she would not go in unprotected. Danielle shouted, her voice echoing over itself in the abandoned terminal, “Where is my daughter!”

The figure in the flickering light lifted a slim hand up and pulled back the hood. It was the girl from the pictures, it was Ollie. Her hair had grown back out since the last picture, it was styled up into a fauxhaux. In the flickering light, she was a ghost. Danielle’s throat caught, she instinctively pointed the gun away, anywhere else. The lump in her throat only let through a single word, “Why-?”

Ollie took a step closer, still just out of reach and within the flickering light, she opened her mouth to reply but her words must’ve failed her as well. Maybe it was one of those things not quite easily defined, even if months were spent plotting what words would be said. Danielle took a step closer, the Ruger was pointed straight at the ground now, and Ollie’s eyes darted between the gun and Danielle.

Even if it was her daughter, something stopped Danielle, Ollie’s eyes had not even acknowledged the duffel bag. Danielle’s eyes had not left her daughter’s face since she stepped out of the darkness, since she pulled back the hood. Danielle was certain that her eyes had not  even once looked toward the bag of money that Danielle was told to bring. Danielle took a step back, the Ruger raised slightly from the ground, Ollie took another step forward and finally crossed the threshold of the flickering light.

Her eyes, they were darker. This was the girl from the polaroids but it was not her Ollie, Ollie’s eyes had been light as the sun. The polaroids were subjected to perfect lighting, but now that Danielle could see with her own eyes, she realized too late that this was not her Ollie. Her face must’ve betrayed her, because the girl from the polaroids took two quick steps to close the distance between them. The Ruger came up, Danielle felt two vices cinch around her wrist as the girl wrestled the gun away from her own stomach and toward Danielle.

The gun barked twice, one bullet careened off into the darkness, the other struck Danielle in the chest. It was a hammer’s blow at first, Danielle would’ve fallen backwards if the girl hadn’t been holding onto her wrist still. Instead she stumbled down to her knees and started to wheeze as her other hand settled onto her chest. Danielle’s hand came away slick with blood and white hot pain lanced through her lungs as she feel to the ground completely.

“I know...” The girl said as she
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