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Chapter One: Still Breathing
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The first thing Cassidy Lane heard was someone shouting that she was alive.

Not her name.

Not a promise.

Just the fact of it.

“Alive!”

The word tore through the dark.

Boots pounded across the cabin floor.

A flashlight passed over her face, disappeared, then returned.

Cassidy tried to turn away.

Her body refused.

She was curled against the far wall beneath a wool blanket that smelled like mildew and old blood.

One wrist was chained to a pipe.

Her lips were split.

Two fingers bent in directions they should not have.

Bruises covered her ribs, thighs, arms, and throat.

She had become so thin that the emergency workers were afraid to lift her without a board.

Someone knelt beside her.

“Cassidy?”

She could not remember the last time anyone had called her that.

Carter used other names.

Delaney mostly called her the problem.

Cassidy opened her mouth.

No sound came out.

The paramedic leaned closer.

“You’re safe.”

Cassidy looked past him.

At the open cabin door.

At daylight.

Real daylight.

Not the weak yellow glow of a generator bulb.

She began shaking.

“No car,” she whispered.

The paramedic paused.

“What?”

“Don’t put me back in the car.”

“You’re going in an ambulance.”

“No.”

Her heart began racing.

“No car. Please.”

Hands touched her shoulders.

She screamed.

The sound was thin.

Broken.

Still enough to fill the cabin.

The paramedic backed away immediately.

“No one is taking you back,” he said. “Carter is in custody.”

Cassidy stared at him.

The words did not fit inside her mind.

“And Delaney Cross has been arrested.”

That name did.

Cassidy started crying.

Not because she believed him.

Because some part of her wanted to.

They cut the chain.

It took bolt cutters.

When the metal released, Cassidy kept her arm against the wall as if the pipe were still holding her.

Outside, police searched five other cabins.

Two were empty.

One contained medical supplies, restraints, and sedatives.

Another held clothes belonging to people who had been declared dead.

The final cabin contained records.

Photographs.

Fake identification.

Death certificates.

Lists of names beside dates and dollar amounts.

Cassidy’s name appeared three times.

The first beside an overdose.

The second beside a body.

The third beside the word retained.

She learned that later.

Much later.

At the hospital, doctors treated dehydration, severe malnutrition, fractures, infection, and injuries no one explained to her all at once.

They spoke slowly.

They repeated themselves when she forgot.

They asked permission before touching her.

Cassidy did not trust them.

She did not trust the locks.

She did not trust food unless someone opened the package in front of her.

She slept only when the lights stayed on.

For the first week, she gave investigators nothing.

Not because she wanted to protect Carter.

Because she had survived by learning that every question contained a trap.

Then Detective Ruiz brought her a photograph.

Noah Hayes.

Cassidy recognized her immediately.

The girl in the caretaker’s house.

Bruised.

Drugged.

Watching from the floor while Carter dragged Cassidy through the hallway.

“She remembered you,” Ruiz said.

Cassidy stared at the photograph.

“She’s alive?”

“Yes.”

Cassidy closed her eyes.

For weeks, she had wondered whether Noah had died in that room.

Whether the last person to see her had become another body wearing someone else’s name.

“She told you where to look,” Ruiz continued.

“No.”

Cassidy’s voice was still weak.

“Jude did.”

Ruiz placed another photograph on the table.

Jude Matthews.

Cassidy touched the edge of it with one broken finger.

“He was asking questions.”

“You knew him?”

“No.”

“But you knew his name.”

“Carter hated his name.”

That became the first statement.

Then another.

Then hours of them.

Cassidy described how Delaney identified vulnerable people through recovery groups.

How Carter supplied them, threatened them, and recorded their worst moments.

How some were forced to sign papers.

How others were drugged until they could no longer tell investigators what had happened.

How a woman died in the back seat of Carter’s car and was buried under Cassidy’s identity.

Delaney had chosen the clothes.

Placed Cassidy’s identification beside the body.

Identified her afterward as Sloane Avery.

Cassidy testified that Delaney was not frightened of Carter.

She planned with him.

Counted money with him.

Selected which victims could be released, which could be discredited, and which had to disappear.

“She liked choosing the names,” Cassidy told Ruiz.

“What names?”

“The fake ones.”

Cassidy looked toward the hospital window.

“She said people became easier to erase once no one knew what to call them.”

The evidence recovered from Briar Glen supported her account.

Fingerprints.

DNA.

Video files.

Property records.

Sedative purchases.

Audio recordings of Carter and Delaney discussing Jude.

One recording captured Delaney saying Noah would lead them to whatever Jude had stolen.

Another captured Carter asking what would happen if Noah refused.

Delaney laughed.

Then said, “Everyone refuses until their body stops belonging to them.”

The prosecutors added charges.

Kidnapping.

Attempted murder.

Human trafficking.

Evidence tampering.

Fraud.

Conspiracy.

Charges connected to victims whose deaths were no longer accidents.

Cassidy’s recovery became part hospital room, part crime scene.

Every memory built another piece of the case.

Every scar became something photographed and numbered.

Every name she remembered reopened another file.

But Cassidy was still alive.

That was the evidence Carter and Delaney could not explain away.

Weeks after she was found, Cassidy stood between two parallel bars in the hospital rehabilitation room.

Her legs shook.

A therapist held a safety belt around her waist.

Cassidy moved one foot forward.

Then the other.

Only two steps.

Enough to make her cry.

Across the room, Detective Ruiz waited with another folder.

More questions.

More names.

More people who might still be missing.

Cassidy looked at the folder.

Then at the open door beyond it.

For the first time, no chain connected her to the wall.

“Give me a minute,” she said.

Ruiz nodded.

Cassidy took another step.

The dead had not stayed silent.

Now neither would she.
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Chapter Two: The Whole Truth
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Six months after police found me without a pulse in the caretaker’s house, I sat across from the people who had put me there.

Carter looked smaller in court.

That surprised me.

In my memories, he filled every room.

His voice lived in the walls. His hands appeared before the rest of him. Even after I woke, he remained enormous—a shape my brain could build from any man standing too close behind me.

But in the courtroom, he was only a man in a gray suit sitting beside his attorney.

Delaney looked exactly the same.

Not like Sloane.

Sloane had softened her face when she listened. She tilted her head. Lowered her voice. Made every expression look like it belonged to someone safe.

Delaney did not bother.

She sat straight-backed at the defense table with her hair pulled away from her face and the matching thorn tattoo hidden beneath the collar of her blouse.

She watched me enter with the smallest smile.

Like we were sharing a secret.

I used a cane now.

I hated it less than the wheelchair.

Not much less.

My left leg still dragged when I was tired, and court had already exhausted me before I reached the witness stand.

Luna sat in the first row of the gallery.

Marcy was beside her.

Aunt Elise sat on Luna’s other side.

Eli was at the end of the row, wearing a button-down shirt that looked borrowed and holding his hands so tightly his knuckles had turned white.

None of them knew everything.

They knew enough.

The house.

The forced drugs.

The beatings.

The questions about Jude’s evidence.

They had seen the injuries.

Three broken ribs.

A cracked sternum.

A broken leg.

Bruises that changed colors for weeks.

They knew I had been brought back five times.

But I had never told them every detail.

I told myself I was protecting them.

The truth was less noble.

I could not stand the idea of Luna knowing exactly how much of me had belonged to Carter and Delaney before the police arrived.

The bailiff helped me into the witness chair.

I resented him for it.

Then felt guilty.

Then forgot his name despite hearing it five minutes earlier.

Some damage did not care that six months had passed.

The prosecutor approached.

Her name was Rebecca Shaw.

I had written it on my palm before court.

The ink had smudged beneath my fingers.

“Please state your name for the record.”

“Noah Elizabeth Hayes.”

My voice sounded too quiet.

The microphone carried it anyway.

“Ms. Hayes, do you recognize the two defendants seated at the defense table?”

“Yes.”

“Please identify them.”

I looked at Carter first.

My heart began beating harder.

“That is Carter.”

Then Delaney.

“And that is Delaney Cross.”

“How did you initially know Ms. Cross?”

“As Sloane Avery.”

“What did you believe her relationship to Jude Matthews had been?”

“I believed she was his girlfriend.”

“Was that true?”

“No.”

“What was true?”

I looked at Delaney.

“She was working with Carter.”

The court reporter’s fingers moved.

Keys clicking.

Capturing every word.

Ms. Shaw took me back to the beginning.

The phone call.

Delaney pretending she had found Eli.

The screaming in the background.

The lie designed carefully enough that I would not stop to call anyone before leaving.

“Why did you go?” Ms. Shaw asked.

“Because I thought Eli was in danger.”

From the gallery, I heard Eli breathe in sharply.

I kept my eyes forward.

“Did you tell anyone where you were going?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m an idiot.”

A few people in the courtroom shifted.

The judge looked at me.

Ms. Shaw waited.

I swallowed.

“Because I thought there wasn’t time.”

“Did you understand at that point that Ms. Cross was actually Delaney Cross?”

“No.”

“You believed you were helping someone you trusted?”

“Yes.”

“What happened when you arrived at Willow House?”

I described the silence.

The open door.

The signs of drug use placed where I would see them.

The absence of anyone who needed saving.

Then Carter appearing.

“What did he say to you?”

“He asked whether it was loud.”

“What did he mean?”

“Cravings.”

My mouth went dry.

“He knew I was in recovery.”

“How?”

“Delaney knew.”

The prosecutor let the answer settle.

“What did Mr. Carter offer you?”

“Drugs.”

“Did you accept them?”

“No.”

“Did you ask him for drugs?”

“No.”

“Did you use drugs voluntarily at Willow House?”

“No.”

The answers came easily.

The next part did not.

“He realized I had called Luna.”

I finally looked toward the gallery.

Luna’s eyes were already wet.

“He took my phone.”

“What did he do with it?”

“He spoke to her.”

“What did he say?”

“That I was fine.”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“What else did he say?”

I closed my eyes.

His voice returned.

Calm.

Amused.

Like threatening me was an inconvenience he had learned to enjoy.

“He said I was fine for now.”

Luna covered her mouth.

Marcy reached for her hand.

I looked away.

“What happened to the phone?”

“He threw it into the trees.”

“And what happened to you?”

“He took me.”

“Did you go willingly?”

“No.”

“Did he display a weapon?”

“I don’t remember seeing one.”

“Why did you comply?”

My hand tightened around the edge of the witness chair.

“Because he made it clear that if I ran, he would hurt Luna.”

“Did he say that directly?”

“Not in those words.”

“What did he say?”

“He knew where she lived. He knew where Marcy lived. He knew Aunt Elise’s name.”

My mother made a quiet sound from the gallery.

I kept going.

“He said people like me always believed we had something left to protect.”

“Where did he take you?”

“To the property south of Willow House.”

“The property with the white feed-storage building and blue doors?”

“Yes.”

“How did you get there?”

“In his car.”

“Were you drugged during the drive?”

“Yes.”

The courtroom seemed to lean toward me.

“How were the drugs administered?”

“He made me swallow pills.”

“Describe what you mean by made you.”

My body remembered before my mind answered.

Carter’s fingers against my jaw.

My head forced against the seat.

The bitter taste dissolving beneath my tongue.

“He grabbed my face.”

My voice weakened.

“He held my nose closed until I opened my mouth. Then he put the pills inside and poured water in after them.”

“Were you able to spit them out?”

“I tried.”

“What happened when you tried?”

“He hit me.”

“Where?”

“My face.”

“Did you swallow the pills?”

“Yes.”

“Voluntarily?”

“No.”

“What happened when you reached the property?”

“I was already disoriented.”

“Did you walk into the caretaker’s house?”

“No.”

“How did you enter?”

“He pulled me from the car.”

My left leg began aching beneath the table.

Not ordinary pain.

Remembered pain.

“I fell.”

“What happened when you fell?”

“He told me to stand.”

“Could you?”

“Not fast enough.”

“What did he do?”

I looked toward Delaney.

Her expression had not changed.

“He kicked my left leg.”

Luna flinched.

“Once?”

“No.”

“How many times?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that how your leg was broken?”

“The doctors said it was consistent with what I remembered.”

Ms. Shaw moved carefully after that.

She had warned me the questions would become harder.

She had not warned the gallery.

“Who else was at the caretaker’s house?”

“Delaney.”

“When did you first see her?”

“After Carter took me into the basement room.”

“How did she appear?”

“Different.”

“What do you mean?”

“She stopped pretending to be Sloane.”

I looked directly at her.

“She didn’t change clothes or put on a costume. She just stopped making herself look kind.”

Delaney’s smile disappeared.

“What did she say to you?”

“She asked where Jude’s ledger was.”

“Did you know?”

“No.”

“Did you know Jude had made copies of Carter’s records?”

“No.”

“Did you know the cassette tapes contained evidence?”

“No.”

“Did you know there was evidence hidden in Jude’s belongings at all?”

“No.”

“What happened when you told them that?”

“They didn’t believe me.”

“How did they respond?”

That was where the testimony stopped being something I had prepared.

There were too many moments.

No clean order.

Pain had no timeline.

The room in the caretaker’s house lived in flashes.

A stained mattress.

Concrete beneath my cheek.

The bare bulb.

The locked door.

The sound of the generator.

Carter’s shoes.

Delaney’s voice.

Water being held just beyond my reach.

“Ms. Hayes?”

I looked at Ms. Shaw.

“They questioned me.”

“How?”

“They asked the same things over and over.”

“What did they ask?”

“Where the ledger was. Where the phone was. What Jude had given me. Whether Luna had found anything in the shoebox.”

“And when you could not answer?”

“They hurt me.”

The prosecutor’s voice softened.

“I need you to describe that for the jury.”

My stomach turned.

I knew she did.

The jurors needed more than injuries listed in a medical report.

They needed cause.

Hands.

Choices.

They needed the people sitting at the defense table attached to what had happened to my body.

I looked toward Luna.

She was already crying.

I almost asked for everyone to leave.

It was too late.

The truth had begun.

“Carter hit me.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“My face. My stomach. My ribs.”

My breathing changed.

“He would pull me up and hit me until I fell. Then he would tell me to stand again.”

“What did Ms. Cross do?”

“She helped.”

“How?”

“She held me sometimes.”

Luna’s hand flew to her mouth.

Marcy looked at Delaney with a kind of hatred I had never seen on her face.

“She kicked me when I was on the floor,” I continued. “She pulled my hair to make me look at her. She kept telling me Jude trusted me, so I had to know where he hid everything.”

“Did she threaten anyone you loved?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“Luna. Marcy. Aunt Elise.”

I looked toward Eli.

“And Eli.”

His face collapsed.

“What did she say about Eli?”

“That he had caused Jude’s death.”

Eli lowered his head.

“She said they would make sure everyone knew he had called Jude to Willow House.”

“Was that true?”

“He called Jude because Carter was threatening his mother.”

My voice sharpened.

“Jude went because he wanted to save him.”

The judge reminded me to answer only the question asked.

I nodded.

My anger remained.

“What else did Ms. Cross threaten?”

“Olivia.”

The courtroom went silent.

“What did she say?”

“That if I didn’t tell her where the evidence was, Olivia could disappear.”

Marcy began crying quietly.

I had never told her that.

I had never told anyone.

“Did you believe she was capable of taking Olivia?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because she had already built an entire life around getting close to Jude.”

My chest tightened.

“She used him. She used the baby. She used grief. There was nothing she wouldn’t touch.”

Ms. Shaw returned to the time in the room.

Or what I thought was time.

There had been no window.

No clock.

No way to measure it except hunger and the moments consciousness disappeared.

“Were you given food?”

“Sometimes.”

“Water?”

“Sometimes.”

“Were you allowed to use a bathroom?”

“Not whenever I needed.”

Luna bowed her head.

Aunt Elise put one arm around her.

“What happened if you asked?”

“They laughed.”

My face burned with humiliation six months later.

I hated that this was part of the truth too.

Not only the violence.

The degradation.

The ways they made my body feel like something that no longer belonged to me.

“They kept me restrained.”

“How?”

“My wrists.”

I held them up slightly.

The scars were faint now.

Still visible if someone knew where to look.

“Sometimes my ankles.”

“Were you able to leave the room?”

“No.”

“How often were drugs administered?”

“I don’t know.”

“Once a day?”

“I don’t know.”

“More than once a day?”

“Sometimes.”

“What kind of drugs?”

“I don’t know.”

“How were they administered?”

“Pills. Liquid. Injections.”

Marcy made another broken sound.

I looked toward her.

She was staring at my arm as though she could still see every needle mark the hospital had photographed.

“Did you consent to any of those drugs?”

“No.”

“Did you request them?”

“No.”

“Did you experience cravings while being held?”

The defense attorney stood.

“Objection. Relevance.”

Ms. Shaw answered before I could.

“It relates to the defendants’ intentional exploitation of the witness’s known history of substance-use disorder.”

The judge allowed it.

Ms. Shaw repeated the question.

“Yes.”

Luna looked at me.

Not with judgment.

Never that.

Still, shame moved beneath my skin.

“What did Mr. Carter do with that knowledge?”

“He talked about it.”

“What did he say?”

“That part of me wanted what he was giving me.”

The courtroom blurred.

“He said no one would believe I had been forced because I was an addict.”

Luna’s tears came harder.

“He said when the police found my body, they would call it a relapse.”

My voice cracked.

“He said Marcy would blame herself.”

Marcy covered her face.

“He said Luna would spend the rest of her life wondering whether I had chosen drugs over her.”

I stopped.

The judge offered a recess.

I shook my head.

If I stopped, I might never start again.

Ms. Shaw gave me water.

I held the cup with both hands.

“What did you tell Mr. Carter?”

“That it wasn’t a relapse.”

“What did he say?”

“He said dead girls don’t get to correct the story.”

No one moved.

Even the jury seemed to stop breathing.

“What happened during the final period before you lost consciousness?”

“They were angry.”

“Why?”

“They believed the police were getting close.”

“How did you know?”

“Delaney kept checking her phone. Carter was yelling at someone upstairs.”

“What happened in the room?”

“They asked about the ledger again.”

“What did you say?”

“I told them I didn’t know.”

“What did Mr. Carter do?”

“He gave me pills.”

“Voluntarily?”

“No.”

“What did Ms. Cross do?”

“She helped hold my mouth open.”

Delaney stared at the table now.

Not at me.

Good.

“What happened next?”

“They poured something into my mouth.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What did it taste like?”

“Chemical.”

“Could you swallow normally?”

“No.”

“Did you choke?”

“Yes.”

My heart monitor was not there now.

No machine to expose how quickly my pulse had become.

Only my breathing.

Too fast.

Too shallow.

I pressed one hand against my sternum, though the crack had healed.

My body still believed pressure might hold it together.

“What happened after they administered the drugs?”

“My heart started beating wrong.”

“Describe that.”

“It was too fast. Then slow. Then I could not feel it.”

“What did the defendants do?”

“They kept questioning me.”

“Did they seek medical help?”

“No.”

“Did they attempt to reverse the overdose?”

“No.”

“What did they do?”

“Carter hit me to keep me awake.”

“Ms. Cross?”

“She told him to stop.”

Delaney’s attorney looked up.

Ms. Shaw paused.

“Why did she tell him to stop?”

“Not because she cared.”

My voice hardened.

“She said he was marking my face too much.”

A juror wiped her eyes.

“What happened next?”

“I couldn’t breathe.”

“Did you believe you were dying?”

“Yes.”

“What did you think about?”

That question had not been in preparation.

Ms. Shaw knew it.

I knew it.

The courtroom waited.

“Luna.”

Her name left me before I could protect it.

Behind the prosecutor, Luna folded forward.

Marcy held her.

“I thought about what Carter said.”

“What was that?”

“That Luna would think I chose it.”

My voice collapsed.

“I knew she would find me, and I thought she would see the drugs and believe I had relapsed.”

“Did you relapse?”

“No.”

“Did you choose to take any substance administered in that house?”

“No.”

“Were you capable of consenting?”

“No.”

“What did you repeat to yourself?”

My fingers tightened around the cup.

“Not relapse.”

The courtroom disappeared.

“Not choice.”

The room returned.

“Not mine.”

Luna was crying openly now.

Eli looked shattered.

Aunt Elise had one hand pressed against her mouth.

Marcy’s face had gone pale.

“Do you remember police entering the house?”

“No.”

“Do you remember paramedics treating you?”

“No.”

“Do you remember your heart stopping?”

“No.”

“How did you learn it had?”

“The doctors told me.”

“How many times did your heart stop?”

“Five.”

“What injuries were diagnosed?”

“Three broken ribs. A cracked sternum. A broken left leg. Brain injury from lack of oxygen.”

“What lasting effects do you experience?”

“Memory loss.”

I looked at the cane resting beside the witness stand.

“Difficulty walking. Pain. Nightmares. Panic attacks.”

“Are you still in treatment?”

“Yes.”

“Do you expect to recover fully?”

“I don’t know.”

It was the most honest answer I had given.

“One final question. Why are you testifying today?”

I looked at Carter.

Then Delaney.

Six months earlier, they had decided what story my body would tell after I died.

Relapse.

Accident.

Another addict no one needed to investigate.

But I had lived.

Barely.

Badly.

Enough.

“Because they said no one would believe me.”

Ms. Shaw nodded once.

“No further questions.”

The defense questioned me next.

Carter’s attorney was careful.

Polite.

That made him dangerous.

He asked about my history of drug use.

Previous overdoses.

Gaps in memory.

Whether hypoxic brain injury could affect recall.

Whether medications taken during rehabilitation might cause confusion.

He never called me a liar.

He only placed every reason the jury might doubt me on the table and asked them to assemble the word themselves.

“You cannot say exactly how long you were held.”

“No.”

“You cannot identify every substance in your system.”

“No.”

“You cannot remember every person who entered the property.”

“No.”

“You initially did not remember Cassidy Lane was present.”

“I
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