Full first draft  Amelia 

Penelope Garcia had just finished gathering the last of the empty coffee cups and stray notepads from the folding tables when she sensed someone approaching. The support group had officially ended for the night, and most of the attendees had already left, but a quiet presence lingered near the entrance of the hall.
She turned, still balancing a half-full coffee cup in her hand, and found herself staring into the uncertain eyes of a young girl. She couldn’t have been older than thirteen, with messy ginger curls that hung in loose tangles around her freckled face. Her bright green eyes were striking against her fair skin, but there was something about the way she held herself—like she was trying to disappear into the background—that set off alarms in Penelope’s mind.
This girl had seen things, things no child should ever have to witness. The guarded expression, the slightly hunched shoulders, the way her gaze flitted around the room as if mapping the exits—it all spoke of a life spent on edge.
Penelope softened instantly, setting down the cup.
“Are you Penelope Garcia?” the girl asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Penelope smiled warmly, adjusting her oversized, brightly colored glasses. “Why, yes, I am! And what's your name?”
The girl hesitated, shifting her weight from one foot to the other before responding.
“… Amelia… now… but you named me Grace.”
The words didn’t quite make sense at first. “Grace?” Penelope repeated, tilting her head in confusion. “Did I meet you at some point when you were a child?”
Amelia’s next words hit like a freight train.
“I’m your child.”
For a moment, Penelope’s mind went completely blank, as if the circuits had shorted out. The world around her— the fluorescent hum of the overhead lights, the distant sound of chairs scraping across the floor—faded into white noise. A sharp laugh of disbelief almost escaped her lips, but she caught it before it could come out.
This had to be a mistake. A mix-up.
“Sweetheart… I think you must be mistaken. I don’t have any children.”
Amelia’s face remained steady, her voice softer now. “It’s okay… my dad can’t find us. You’re safe. We’re safe.”
Penelope’s pulse quickened. The room suddenly felt too warm, her sweater clinging to her skin like a weight. “Honey, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but—”
“You don’t have to pretend!” Amelia interrupted, her voice rising slightly. Her hands trembled as she reached into the pocket of her oversized hoodie and pulled out a crumpled photograph. “Sophie gave me this.”
Penelope took the photo hesitantly, her fingers trembling as her eyes adjusted to the faded image. It was an old photograph—one she had long buried in the depths of her past.
A younger version of herself stood beside a man whose face made her stomach lurch with something bitter and corrosive. Her ex. The one who had shattered her sense of safety, the one she had barely survived.
Penelope felt her breath catch in her throat.
“I don’t… understand…” The words barely left her lips.
Amelia continued, determined. “Sophie gave me that photo two years ago. She told me that the woman in it was my mother. She told me that if I wanted to be safe from my father, I needed to find you.” Her voice cracked slightly, but she pushed forward. “We made a plan for me to get away from him. I did it. I ran. And I’ve been looking for you ever since. Just like Sophie told me to.”
Penelope’s hands clenched around the edges of the photograph as reality started to close in around her.
Sophie.
It had been fourteen years since she’d seen her best friend from those dark, dangerous days. The friend who had worked with her, lived beside her, suffered beside her. Sophie had been her lifeline once, back when everything had been spiraling into something ugly and inescapable.
She had done everything she could to erase that chapter of her life.
And yet… here it was, standing in front of her, calling her ‘Mom.’
Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Oh, sweetheart… I–I don’t know what to say. Your father was a monster. But… you must know that I’m not your mother. Sophie was wrong.”
Amelia’s expression collapsed in an instant. Her lips parted, but no words came out. Then, barely above a whisper, she choked out, “What?”
Penelope’s heart ached. “Honey, I’m so sorry. I know you want to believe that I’m your mother, but I’ve never had a child. I’ve lived with my aunt, my parents, and a roommate. I had many close friends—Sophie included—but I never…” She swallowed hard. “I never had a child.”
Amelia’s legs wobbled, and before Penelope could think, she reached out, gently guiding the girl to a chair. “Why don’t you sit down, sweetheart? Let’s talk about this, okay?”
Amelia dropped into the chair, looking hollow, as if her entire world had just shattered.
Penelope sat beside her, placing a gentle hand on Amelia’s arm. “Can you tell me a little bit more about Sophie? What do you know about her?”
Amelia wiped at her face roughly, refusing to let herself cry. “She worked for my father. Whenever he went away, she’d come in and look after me. She always told me she’d get me away from him someday.”
Penelope nodded slowly, the puzzle pieces shifting into place. “So Sophie was the one who promised to help you escape. And she gave you this photo… and told you that I was your mother?”
Amelia nodded, her lip trembling. “She said my mother cared about me more than life itself. And then two days before my birthday, she gave me your picture and told me you were the mother I’d been looking for. She told me to run, change my name, never look back… and find you.”
Penelope’s stomach twisted. “Sweetheart, I don’t know why Sophie told you that. Maybe she was trying to get you as far away from your father as possible, and she used my name to do it.”
Tears welled in Amelia’s eyes. “I don’t understand. Why would she lie?”
“I don’t know,” Penelope admitted. “But we’re going to figure this out. You’re not alone in this, Amelia. I promise.”
Amelia’s voice was small now. “She always said you were the kindest person she ever met.” the girl says with a watery laugh. Silence falls as Amelia looks down at her lap. “I don’t know what to do now.”
Penelope’s heart clenched. “You have no one else? No family?”
“No one.” Amelia’s voice cracked. “I’m all alone.”
Penelope felt her protective instincts take over. “Sweetheart… are you staying anywhere right now? You aren’t living on the streets, are you?”
Silence.
Penelope felt a pang of dread. “You don’t have a place to stay, do you?”
Amelia suddenly stood, her movements quick and erratic. “I should go. You don’t owe me anything. Since you’re not my mother, I–I need to go.”
“Amelia, wait!” Penelope caught her arm gently, holding her in place. “Sweetie, you’re a child. You can’t just go off on your own. You need a safe place.”
Before Amelia could respond, the door to the hall swung open.
“Hey, Pen—”
A familiar voice made them both turn. Jamie, one of the men from the support group, paused as his eyes landed on Amelia. His brows furrowed in recognition.
“Oh… hey, Sophie. We haven’t seen you at the shelter in a while.”
Penelope froze, her gaze snapping back to Amelia.
“Sophie?” she whispered, confused.
The girl’s face drained of color.
Everything Penelope thought she knew about this situation suddenly shifted.
And she had a feeling the truth was going to be far more complicated than she ever could have imagined.
Penelope Garcia’s breath caught in her throat as she looked at the young girl standing in front of her. The light barely illuminated Amelia’s face, but the vulnerability in her eyes was impossible to miss. Her fingers were clenched into tight fists at her sides, her body tense, as if she were ready to bolt at any second.

“Amelia?” Penelope’s voice was gentle but firm. “Honey, are you… living at the shelter Jamie works at? Is that right?”

The girl hesitated, shifting on her feet. “Thank you for your help, Miss Garcia. I should go now.”
Before she could step away, Penelope reached out, her touch light but insistent. “Honey, you haven’t answered me.” Her concern deepened. “Are you living at the shelter with Jamie?”
A voice came from behind Amelia. Jamie had caught up to them, his expression a mix of surprise and curiosity. “Penelope… Amelia, right?” He glanced at the girl. “She’s stayed at the shelter a few times, but not in the last few weeks.” His gaze shifted back to Penelope. “How do you know her?”
Penelope swallowed, struggling to find the right words. “I just met her. She found my photo and thought I was her mother. But now she knows I’m not.” She turned back to Amelia, her heart aching. 

Jamie frowned. “Whenever she stayed at the shelter, she always said she was looking for her mom. A woman named Penelope.”

Amelia looked away, crossing her arms. “Well, as she’s just confirmed, I was misinformed. So… I should leave you alone.”

Penelope tightened her grip ever so slightly. “Please, sweetie… let me help you.” She paused. “How old are you?”

Amelia’s eyes flickered with something unreadable. “Fifteen.”

Penelope’s chest tightened. That couldn’t be true. She had left the underground network fourteen years ago, and there had been no baby. Which meant…“Sweetie,” she said softly. “Please. I need the truth. How old are you really?”

Amelia exhaled sharply, shifting uncomfortably. “Thirteen.”

Penelope’s heart clenched. “Okay, sweetie. You’re thirteen.” She exchanged a glance with Jamie, then turned back to Amelia. “How long have you been staying at the shelter?”

Jamie answered before Amelia could. “She hasn’t been around for a few weeks, but she first came by about six months ago.”

Penelope’s concern deepened. “And when you’re not there, where do you stay?”

Amelia hesitated before murmuring, “Wherever’s dry.”

Penelope’s stomach twisted. “Sweetie… are you homeless?”

Amelia’s face hardened, but her voice was quiet. “If I went into the foster system, my father would find me. I had no family to run to. I thought I was running to my mother, but I wasn’t.” Her eyes darkened. “So yeah. I guess i’m homeless.”

Penelope inhaled sharply, forcing back the sting of tears. “Honey, I know we just met, but I can’t let you stay like this.” She looked at Jamie, who nodded in silent agreement. “You need somewhere safe. Please, let us help you.”

Amelia’s lips trembled before she bit down on them. “How?” She shook her head. “You don’t get it. My father has eyes everywhere. The only way to keep him from finding me was to stay on the streets. I thought… I thought finding you would fix everything. But it didn’t.”
Penelope’s heart shattered. “Sweetie, I know this isn’t what you expected. But I promise, I’m not turning you away.” She took a deep breath. “Stay with me. Just for a night or two. Let me prove to you that we can help.”

Amelia hesitated before whispering, “You’re not my mother.”

Penelope reached out again, this time brushing a stray curl behind Amelia’s ear. “I know, sweetheart. But I don’t have to be your mother to care about you. You don’t have to think of me that way. I just want you to be safe.” She searched the girl’s face. “I promise, I’ll help you find your real mother. But I need you to trust me for now.”

A long pause stretched between them before Amelia finally nodded. “I’ll stay.”

Penelope unlocked the door to her apartment, stepping aside to let Amelia and Jamie enter. The girl hesitated in the doorway, peering inside as if afraid she might break something by simply existing.

“Come on in, honey.” Penelope smiled warmly. “It’s not the Taj Mahal, but it’s cozy.”

Amelia stepped inside, her eyes scanning the colorful decor. “It’s… bright.”

Jamie chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.”

As Amelia sat down on the couch, she winced, her hand drifting to her ribs. Jamie’s gaze sharpened. “More ‘accidents’ while you weren’t at the center, kiddo?”

Penelope’s breath hitched. “Sweetie, are you hurt?”

Amelia shrugged. “I’m fine. Just sore.”

Jamie kneeled in front of her. “Want me to take a look?”

Amelia hesitated before nodding. She lifted her shirt just enough for them to see the deep bruises mottling her ribs. Penelope gasped softly. Handprint-shaped bruises wrapped around her waist, evidence of forceful restraint.Jamie remained calm. “Penelope, got any gauze?”

Penelope rushed to find it, returning moments later. “Here.”

Jamie nodded. “Arms out, kid.”

Amelia obeyed as Jamie wrapped her ribs. “Tighter than usual, so you’ll sleep better,” he murmured.
Penelope’s heart ached at the practiced routine between them. “Amelia,” she asked gently, “is this… normal for you?”

The girl shrugged. “I’m clumsy.”

Penelope bit her lip and stepped away to the kitchen, preparing sandwiches. She kept it simple, not knowing when Amelia had last eaten.

When she returned, Amelia stared at the plate. “Are you sure? I can eat this?”

Penelope smiled. “Of course, sweetheart. I made it for you.”

Amelia picked up a sandwich and ate quickly, only to slow down at the concerned looks from Jamie and Penelope. “Sorry,” she murmured.

Penelope reached out, covering Amelia’s hand with her own. “Sweetheart, don’t ever be sorry for being hungry.”

Amelia swallowed hard. “Thank you, Penelope. You didn’t have to help me.” She hesitated before whispering, “I guess Sophie was right about one thing—you are the nicest person in the world.”

A yawn interrupted her words.

Penelope chuckled softly. “It’s late. You’re full and warm, and your body knows it can rest.” She stood. “Would you like to sleep in my spare room?”

Amelia hesitated, then nodded. “If you wouldn’t mind… that would be nice.”

Penelope’s smile softened. “I don’t mind at all, sweetheart.” She led Amelia to the room, opening the door. “This will be your room. Just for tonight.”

Amelia stepped inside, eyes wide. “Wow… yeah. This’ll be perfect.” She turned back. “Thank you.”

Penelope beamed. “My pleasure, honey.”

As she returned to the living room, she looked at Jamie. “Alright, Jamie. Let’s talk.”


Jamie leaned against the kitchen counter, watching Penelope with quiet concern. She sat in her chair, arms wrapped around herself, a deep frown pulling at her usually cheerful face. The weight of the night pressed down on her, making her appear smaller somehow."You doing okay, Pen?" Jamie asked gently, breaking the silence.

Penelope let out a slow, exhausted sigh, rubbing her temples. "Jamie... I hate to ask you this, but those bruises on Amelia’s ribs—were those handprints?"

Jamie exhaled sharply and nodded. "Probably, yeah. She's a kid on the streets, Pen. It’s common, unfortunately."

Penelope squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before looking at Jamie with sadness. "I know, Jamie. I just... it kills me inside to think of her hurt. That little girl has no one."

Jamie sighed, shaking his head. "Poor kid... she’s been talking for months about finding her mom. Can you imagine how crushed she must be? Finding you, thinking you were her mother, only to learn she’s been misinformed this whole time?"

Penelope ran a hand through her hair. "She was so sure, Jamie. She didn't even cry when she found out I wasn’t her mother. She just... accepted it and said she’d keep searching. She’s only thirteen. She’s so young and so confused. How do I help her? How do I prove to her that she doesn’t have to be alone?"

Jamie gave her a knowing look. "Pen, you’re a genius. Use it. Find her real mom."

She hesitated, then nodded. "You're right. I have to do something. You'll help me, right?"

"Of course I will. I’ll make the coffee while you do your computer thingy. It’s gonna be a long night."

A few hours later, Penelope stared at the computer screen, her breath catching in her throat. Jamie, sipping his coffee, raised an eyebrow at her stunned expression. "What is it?"

She turned the monitor slightly so he could see. "Jamie… it says the mother's name is Sophie."
Jamie’s brow furrowed. "Sophie? You mean the Sophie you used to be friends with when you worked underground? The one who told Amelia you were her mother?"

Penelope nodded slowly, rereading the information as if it might change. "That Sophie. It doesn't make sense, does it? Why would she lie? And Jamie... Amelia isn’t thirteen. Look at the date. She’s eleven."

Jamie’s eyes widened. "Eleven?"

"This can’t be real, can it?" Penelope whispered. "Why would Sophie lie to her own daughter? Why tell her I was her mother?"

Jamie frowned. "You haven’t been in contact with Sophie since you joined the FBI, right?"

"No," Penelope admitted. "Not since I left that life behind. I used to think about her a lot, but I never reached out."

"Then we need to find her," Jamie said firmly. "That’s the only way we get answers."

Penelope inhaled deeply, straightening in her chair. "You're right. If Sophie is out there, we’ll find her. If not... we'll figure out what happened. We owe Amelia that much."

Hours later, Penelope’s fingers flew across the keyboard as she hacked into old databases, searching for any trace of Sophie. Suddenly, a code popped up on her screen. Her pulse quickened. A message—encrypted. With a few more keystrokes, she unraveled the security, revealing a letter.

Her breath hitched as she read:

Penelope,
If you're reading this, then my little girl has finally found you, and you've gone searching for answers. This letter is me giving you those answers but also asking you for perhaps the biggest favor I ever could.
Look after my little girl. Be the mother she deserves.
Remember when we used to talk about our futures away from the underground? How you’d be the godmother to my children? This is me asking you to fulfill that role.
I am sick. By the time you read this, I am most likely dead. That’s why I sent my little girl running. I told her you were her mother and to pick a new name for herself. I told her you would keep her safe from her father and the network. I know you can. Please give my little girl the family she deserves.

Penelope sat back in her chair, her hands trembling. Jamie leaned forward, reading the message over her shoulder. "Damn, Pen…"

She swallowed hard, blinking back tears. "Sophie knew. She knew she was dying, and she sent Amelia straight to me. She made her believe I was her mother so she’d be safe."

Jamie exhaled, rubbing a hand over his face. "What are you gonna do?"


Penelope sat back in her chair, staring at the words on the screen, her mind a whirlwind of emotions. Sophie’s final plea echoed in her heart. She had asked Penelope to take care of Amelia, to be the mother the girl deserved. The weight of the decision pressed down on her chest. This wasn’t just about kindness or obligation—this was about changing the course of a child’s life.

She sighed, rubbing her temples before glancing at Jamie, who sat across from her, watching her reaction carefully.

“I... don’t know, to be honest,” she admitted, her voice softer than usual. “This letter is practically begging me to look after Amelia and give her the childhood she deserves. It’s Sophie’s dying wish. Jamie, this is an incredible responsibility. The choice I make here will change the lives of not one, but two people, and it can’t be made lightly, y’know?”

Jamie nodded, leaning forward. “I know.”

Penelope exhaled deeply, her fingers tracing the edge of her keyboard. “I think I’m going to choose to be her mother… I mean, this poor girl has been lied to for years, and I could have easily said no to this request. But my god, Jamie, look at the position she’s in. She needs me, whether she knows it or not. Besides, I already agreed to be her godmother. That’s good enough for me. She’s my daughter now. I’m going to make sure every day of her life from now on is full of happiness, love, and security. I need to do that for her.”

Jamie studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Penelope… do you realize how big a decision this is?”

“Oh, I do realize it, Jamie, trust me,” she said, meeting his gaze with unwavering determination. “But I’ve learned over the years that sometimes in life, we are faced with decisions that need to be made, regardless of the consequences. This is one of those moments. Amelia needs a mother, and if I’m her only option, then I guess that’s me.”

Jamie hesitated before asking, “But can you become a mother to a traumatized kid? Can you keep her a secret from everyone to keep her safe? And if her dad is as dangerous as you’re saying, you’ll have to forge her birth certificate and pretend to be her biological mother for her safety.”

Penelope nodded, the gravity of it settling in. “I can’t say with absolute certainty that I’ll be able to do everything perfectly. But I’ll try with every fiber of my being. If she wants a mother, then she’ll have one, regardless of the circumstances. And I’ll do everything I can to keep her safe. She’s been growing on me since the day I met her.”

Jamie chuckled. “You met her today.”
“Oh, shut up, Jamie,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “She’s growing on me, okay? I like her, alright? I’m going with my gut here. I’m going to look after her. I think it’s the right thing to do.”

Jamie’s amusement faded into something more serious. “I’m not telling you not to… I just… do you think you’re doing this because… Emily died?”

Penelope’s breath caught in her throat. Emily’s death had shattered her world, leaving behind an emptiness that she didn’t know how to fill. After a long pause, she nodded. “Emily’s death forced me to realize that time is precious… and life is short. Losing her made me realize that I could make an impact on a young girl’s life. I need to give Amelia a family. I need to be someone in her life, now that she’s found me. I can’t leave it to fate. She needs me.”

Jamie sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Okay… okay.”

“I’m going to tell her everything tomorrow,” Penelope continued. “I’m going to sit her down and tell her about her biological mother, and about how I want to be her mother. She deserves to know the truth.”

Jamie offered a small smile. “Sounds good… I’m proud of you, Pen.”

She reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thanks, Jamie. Just… wish me luck, okay?”

Jamie laughed. “You’re gonna need it. Overnight single mom to a teen… well, I guess she’s not a teen.”

Penelope grinned mischievously. “Oh, I’m definitely in for one hell of a ride. But, you know, these past few months have taught me something, Jamie. I’m tougher than I might look. I’m more capable than I thought. And if I feel like I need help, I’m not afraid to ask for it. She’s important to me, Jamie. I’ll make it work. I will.”

Jamie smiled warmly. “And I’m here to help. Anytime. I’m your friend always, Penelope.”

She felt a warmth spread through her chest at his words. “Thanks, Jamie. You know I count on you a lot.” She looked back at the screen, the task ahead looming over her. “I want to make a start on some of this tonight. Would you mind leaving me alone for a bit? If that’s okay with you?”

“Of course,” Jamie said, standing up. “Want me to come back in the morning to check in? After you’ve told her?”

Penelope nodded. “Yeah, I’d like that. Thanks, Jamie. I love you.”

Jamie hugged her in a friendly embrace. “Love you too, Pen.”

She squeezed him tightly before letting go. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”

As Jamie left, Penelope turned back to her computer, inhaling deeply. She had a long night ahead of her. Researching Sophie’s past, securing Amelia’s safety, and figuring out how to be a mother overnight. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard for a moment before she got to work, determination setting in. She had made her choice. Now, she had to make sure she didn’t fail.

The dim glow of the computer screen cast long shadows across the room, highlighting the exhaustion carved into Penelope’s face. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, her mind racing with the weight of the truth she had uncovered. She hadn't slept. She hadn't even looked away from the screen for more than a moment. How could she? This was a turning point, not just for Amelia, but for herself.

A soft voice broke through the silence. "Did you not sleep?"

Penelope turned to see Amelia standing in the doorway, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. The girl’s voice was small, hesitant, as if she already knew the answer but dreaded hearing it confirmed.

Penelope stretched, rolling her stiff shoulders before answering. "No... no, I didn't. There's just so much to do, Amelia. But, I think I figured everything out. Can you sit with me for a sec, please, hun? I need to tell you something very important."

Amelia's breath hitched, her eyes dark with anticipation. "You found my birth mom, didn’t you?"
Penelope exhaled slowly, nodding. "I did... I did find your birth mother, honey."

Amelia silently moved to the chair beside her, her movements slow and cautious. She didn’t speak, just waited, hands curled into fists in her lap.
Penelope hesitated, staring at her own trembling fingers. She had been through so many difficult conversations in her life, but none like this. None that could shatter a child's entire sense of self.

"Amelia… This is very serious, alright? Promise me, you're ready to hear this... to hear what I'm going to say?"

The girl swallowed hard, then nodded. "Please… I need to know who my mom is."

Penelope took another deep breath. "Your mother... your birth mother was... Sophie. Sophie, the woman who told you I was your mother."
Amelia blinked once. Then again. The room seemed to fall silent, as if even the world was holding its breath.

"What?"

Penelope bit her lip. "Sophie. She is your mom, Amelia. She's the one who had you eleven years ago."

A choked noise escaped Amelia’s throat, and suddenly, she wasn’t looking at Penelope anymore. She was staring past her, into something invisible, something far away. "She lied to me... to my face. She knew she was my mom but didn’t tell me."

Penelope’s voice softened. "Yes, she did. Sophie was sick, Amelia. She gave birth to you, thinking it would be safer for you if she never told you the truth. I think she told you that I was your mother to give you someone to hold onto before she… before she had to say goodbye. I’m not justifying it, Amelia. I’m just trying to understand it."

Amelia's breath came in ragged gasps. "Where is she now?"

The question made Penelope’s chest tighten, a deep ache settling in her bones. She could see the hope in Amelia’s eyes, the desperate flicker that she might get to meet her, might get the answers straight from Sophie herself.

She deserved that chance. But life had taken it from her.

Penelope felt her throat close up. "Sophie is… she…  She died six months after you left. And I’m so sorry, Amelia. She... she knew she was dying. She made a choice to save you, Amelia. To ensure you were safe, she gave up her own life, and sent you to find me, hoping I could be your mother. She knew you would find me, Amelia. Sophie knew. I’m so sorry."

For a long moment, Amelia didn’t move. Then, her small body crumpled. A sharp, broken sob tore from her lips, and she curled into herself, hands clawing at the fabric of her sleeves.

Penelope reached for her. "I'm so sorry, honey. I know this must be so difficult to hear… Do you know what she said about me in her letter? Do you know what she asked of me?"

Amelia was shaking, her breath shuddering as she tried and failed to keep control of herself.

"Sophie asked me to be your mother. She knew she was dying, Amelia, and she knew I was the only person she trusted to look after you. She knew you needed a mother, and she asked me to do it."

Amelia lifted her head, her red-rimmed eyes full of devastation. "I don’t… I don’t understand."
Penelope cupped Amelia’s tear-streaked face, brushing away the dampness with gentle thumbs. "She wanted me to be your mother. And I want to be your mother, Amelia. Everything is going to be okay, I promise. I wasn't expecting this role, but I’m going to give you everything a mother can. Everything your mother wanted you to have. I promise."

For a moment, Amelia just stared at her, lips trembling, face crumpling under the weight of it all. Then, her voice cracked, fragile and barely there.

"You… you want me?"

Penelope’s chest tightened. "Honey, you have no idea how much I want you. Sophie asked me to look after you, and I want to. I want to keep you safe. I want to give you the life you deserve. I want you, Amelia. More than you know."

A sob escaped Amelia's lips as she flung herself into Penelope's arms. She clung to her, as if afraid she might disappear too, that this might all be some cruel joke the universe was playing on her.

"Thank you. Thank you. Thank you."

Penelope held her tightly, pressing a kiss to the top of Amelia’s head, feeling the weight of the girl’s grief, her pain, her loneliness.

"I just… this is all quite overwhelming," Amelia whispered, her voice hoarse from crying.
Penelope nodded. "I understand. It’s so much to process, but I promise, you don’t have to process it alone. I am right here, and I will always be right here. We’ll figure this out together. We don’t need to be perfect, Amelia. We just need to be honest."

Amelia hiccupped, then let out a breath. "Together? I’ve never had someone to do things with. I like the idea of that."

Penelope’s heart clenched. "Well, guess what? You've got someone now. And I’ll never let you go."

Amelia exhaled, her tiny fingers gripping Penelope’s shirt. She still had so many questions, so many fears. But in this moment, in these arms, she felt something she had never felt before. Something foreign, but warm.

Safe.And for now, that was enough.


Penelope watched Amelia carefully, her heart aching at how small the girl seemed, curled up in the chair, hesitant even in the warmth of a safe kitchen. This child—no, this survivor—had spent so much of her life protecting herself in ways no child ever should.

“Why did you lie about your age, Amelia?” Penelope asked, her voice gentle but filled with curiosity. “I’m not angry, I promise. I just want to understand.”

Amelia hesitated, gripping the fork in her small hands, shoulders tense. “If you’re a bit older, people treat you differently,” she admitted softly, staring down at the barely touched French toast. “When im on the streets, it was easier to say I’m fifteen. It means some creepy guys  leave me alone. And sometimes, I get money easier by being older.”

Penelope inhaled sharply, but she kept her expression neutral, though every word felt like a blade carving through her heart. This girl had spent so long figuring out how to survive, shaping herself into whatever the world needed her to be just to get by. No child should have to think this way. No child should have to lie about their age just to feel safe.

“So... by making yourself older, you figured you would be safer?” Penelope said, nodding slowly as she plated the French toast and placed it in front of Amelia. “And that people wouldn’t look at you the same way?”

Amelia gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

“Well,” Penelope said, forcing warmth into her tone, “you don’t have to do that anymore, honey. You don’t have to be anyone but yourself here.”

Amelia hesitated before taking a small bite. The second the taste hit her tongue, her eyes widened, a flicker of childlike delight breaking through the guarded exterior.

Penelope grinned. “How’s the French toast?”

“I love it,” Amelia said, her voice small but genuine. “I think it’s my new favorite.”

For a while, they ate in a comfortable silence, a stark contrast to the turmoil in both their hearts. Penelope let her mind drift as she watched Amelia eat, wondering how many times this girl had sat alone, wondering when or if her next meal would come.

Then, in a timid voice, Amelia spoke again. “It’s your turn to ask a question, Miss Garcia.”
Penelope smiled at the formality. “Okay, hmm... What’s your favorite animal?”

Amelia’s entire face lit up. “Cats! I always wanted one.”
Penelope smirked knowingly, and as if on cue, Sergio padded into the kitchen, his tail flicking as he let out a soft meow. Amelia’s eyes widened in delight as the cat jumped onto the chair beside her, studying her with uncharacteristic curiosity.

“Oh my gosh,” Amelia whispered, her voice full of awe. “Hey kitty…” She looked up at Penelope, her head tilted slightly. “Sergio? Where did you get that name?”

The question made Penelope’s smile falter. Her fingers instinctively curled against the table. “I… I didn’t name him,” she admitted quietly. “He belonged to a friend of mine. She gave him to me before she… passed away.”

There was a silence—thick, heavy, filled with ghosts Penelope had never quite learned to live without.

“Sergio is very special to me,” she continued, her voice quieter now. “Ever since she… went away.”

The words felt fragile, as if saying them too loudly would shatter her. She could still remember the weight of Emily’s final moments, the grief so suffocating she thought she’d drown in it. She had lost so much that day. A friend. A partner. Something that could have been more if only they’d had more time. The memory of that one stolen kiss before Emily left on her final mission haunted her like a ghost she couldn’t lay to rest.

Amelia, thankfully, didn’t push. She simply reached out and scratched Sergio behind the ears, as if offering comfort in the only way she knew how.

Penelope cleared her throat, forcing a small smile. “Okay… umm… what do you want to do today? I thought maybe in a few hours, we could go out together, do something nice. Is that something you’d like to do?”

Amelia hesitated. “Umm… can you decide?”

Penelope nodded, sensing the uncertainty behind the simple request. “Alright… how about the mall? We could get you some new things. But if that’s too much, or if you’d rather do something else, that’s okay, too. What do you think, honey?”

There was another pause. Then, Amelia murmured, “I’ve… I’ve never been shopping before.”
Penelope’s heart clenched painfully in her chest. “Really?” she asked, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.

Amelia gave a small shrug. “Never had a reason to.”

Penelope’s voice softened. “Well, guess what? Today, we’re changing that. Shopping is fun, Amelia. Lots of colors, lots of choices. You can try things on, find clothes that fit you just perfectly. And the best part? You won’t have to do it alone.”

Amelia hesitated, as if testing the words in her mind before accepting them. Then, finally, she gave a small nod. “Okay… I’ll get dressed?”

Penelope smiled, watching as the young girl carefully slid off the chair, clutching onto this new reality as if it were something fragile and easily lost. The weight of it settled deep within Penelope’s chest.

For the first time in her life, Amelia had someone to do things with. And for the first time in a long time, Penelope had someone to take care of.

Maybe, just maybe, they could heal each other.

As Penelope descended the stairs, adjusting the hem of her top as she stepped into the living room. She was dressed for the day, her outfit carefully chosen to reflect the start of something new. Amelia, however, was seated on the sofa, small and hesitant, wearing the same clothes she had on yesterday.
It hit Penelope all at once—this child had nothing. No bag. No fresh clothes. No belongings of her own. The realization sent a sharp pang through her chest.
Amelia shifted uncomfortably, her face flushing with embarrassment. "Umm… this is all I have," she murmured, glancing down at her lap. "I'm sorry."
Penelope's heart clenched. "Oh, my God, Amelia," she breathed, stepping closer. "You don’t need to be sorry, sweetheart. Not at all." She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. "Can I ask… how long have you been like this? Just—just with these clothes?"
Amelia hesitated, then swallowed. "I lost my backpack a few months ago. So… yeah."
Penelope sucked in a quiet breath. A few months. No extra clothes. No comfort. No security.
"You lost your backpack," Penelope repeated softly, as if trying to grasp the weight of what that truly meant. "And you don’t have anything else?"
Amelia shook her head, her fingers twisting together.
Penelope straightened, a determined glint flashing in her eyes. "Alright," she said firmly. "We’re going shopping. Right now. We’re getting you new clothes, everything you need. Okay?"
Amelia hesitated. "I… I don’t have any money," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.
Penelope waved a hand dismissively. "That doesn’t matter. I’ve got you covered, Amelia. This isn’t about money. It’s about you having what you deserve." She crouched slightly, lowering her voice, making sure the girl was looking at her. "You deserve more than this. And I’m going to make sure you get it."
The mall was bright, loud, and filled with more choices than Amelia had ever seen in one place. Her wide eyes darted from store to store, rack to rack, shelves stacked high with clothes in every color imaginable. It was... too much.
Penelope glanced down at her, noticing the way Amelia shrank into herself, overwhelmed. "It's a bit much, isn't it?" she said gently, offering a reassuring smile.
Amelia swallowed and gave a small nod. She wasn't used to this—shopping for things she actually wanted rather than digging through donation bins or grabbing whatever she could from shelter drop-offs.
Penelope's gaze flicked to a dress discarded on the floor, a soft blue fabric pooling at her feet. She picked it up, holding it up for Amelia to see. "What do you think about this dress?" she asked, her voice light. "Do you like it?"
Amelia shifted uncomfortably. "I don’t... um... I don’t really like dresses."
Penelope studied her for a moment before nodding. "Okay, that's completely fine," she said. "No pressure at all. What do you like, then? Jeans? Tops? Maybe something sporty?"
"Jeans," Amelia said quickly. "I don’t like skirts or dresses... they’re too easy access for the creepy men." Her voice was quiet, hesitant, but the words hit like a punch to the gut.
Penelope's expression softened with understanding, but her heart ached. "I understand completely," she said after a pause. "I'm sorry you had to deal with that." Her voice was steady, careful not to push, but full of warmth. "We'll get you a couple of good pairs of jeans and some nice tops to go with them, alright? Something comfortable, something you feel good in."
Amelia hesitated. "Umm... Penelope?"
"Yes, honey?"
The girl glanced away, her fingers fiddling with the hem of her oversized hoodie. "I also really like... um... like sports shirts," she mumbled. "I think they’re kinda... cool."
Penelope's face lit up with amusement. "Oh! Okay, I see how it is. You like the sporty, casual look. Alright, I can work with that."
A tiny smile twitched at Amelia’s lips, and for a moment, Penelope felt like she was catching a glimpse of the child beneath the guarded exterior.
They made their way to the jeans section, sorting through the racks together. The silence between them was comfortable at first, but then Penelope hesitated. She turned to Amelia, her voice softer this time. "You said you don’t like skirts or dresses because they're easier access for creeps, right?" She took a breath before continuing. "Did someone... touch you?" She kept her tone light, careful, giving Amelia room to breathe. "You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, honey. I just... I just need to know if you're okay."
Amelia’s fingers gripped the denim of a pair of jeans tightly. "Only… only once," she admitted, barely above a whisper. "And then the older girls warned me and gave me some trousers." She let out a small breath. "So right now, I like jeans. But... maybe one day, I might want a dress again. Not now though... if that’s okay?"
Penelope swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded, giving Amelia’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. "That’s more than okay," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "We’ll take it one step at a time, okay? No rush. No pressure. Just whatever makes you feel safe."
Amelia nodded, and for the first time, she didn't look so afraid of the choices in front of her.
Penelope pulled into the driveway, her hands still gripping the steering wheel as she glanced over at Amelia. The girl had been quiet the entire drive home, staring out the window with an unreadable expression. Their shopping bags sat in the backseat, filled with clothes and essentials—just a few shirts, jeans, and necessities. To Amelia, it felt like too much. To Penelope, it wasn’t nearly enough. She had wanted to buy more, but the sheer number of options had overwhelmed Amelia, and Penelope had known better than to push her.

Stepping inside the house, Penelope set the bags down by the door and turned to Amelia with a gentle smile.

“Alright, sweetheart, why don’t you go take a nice warm shower and change into something comfortable? I’ll have dinner ready by the time you’re done.”

Amelia hesitated for a moment before nodding, her fingers tightening around the plastic handle of one of the bags. She disappeared down the hall, leaving Penelope standing in the kitchen, lost in thought. She knew this was just the beginning of a long road for Amelia. But she also knew, with absolute certainty, that she would be there every step of the way.

By the time Amelia shuffled back into the kitchen, her damp hair clinging to her face, she looked different. She looked like a child—just a child, not a survivor of the streets, not a girl who had spent her life running. Dressed in a loose-fitting sports shirt and soft tracksuit bottoms, she finally looked… safe. But something wasn’t right. Her eyes, puffy and red, gave her away.

Penelope immediately softened. “Honey, you look so lovely… Is everything okay, though?” she asked, her voice full of concern. “You don’t have to talk about it, but… your eyes look as if you’ve been crying.”

Amelia shook her head quickly. “I’m not sad, I just—” Her words caught in her throat before she burst into tears.

Without hesitation, Penelope crossed the room and wrapped Amelia in her arms. The girl clung to her tightly, surprising them both. Penelope ran a soothing hand over Amelia’s wet hair, whispering soft reassurances as the child sobbed against her.

“I just…” Amelia hiccupped between her cries. “Twenty-four hours ago, I was on the streets looking for my mom. And then I found you and you weren’t my mom, and I thought that my life was just gonna continue to be awful. But you took me in, even though you didn’t have to. You don’t owe me anything, and yet you’ve made me feel like I’m living in a dreamworld. You haven’t just given me a place to sleep—you’ve given me… everything… and… and… and I…” Her voice cracked as fresh tears fell. “It’s… a… lot.”

Penelope held her even tighter. “Oh, sweetheart.” She pulled back just enough to look into Amelia’s tear-filled eyes. “It is a lot. But listen to me. I have room in my life for you. I have room in my heart for you. You don’t take anything away from me, Amelia. I’m not making any sacrifice by helping you, okay? You are not just deserving—you are needed. You are wanted. You are loved. And it is my pleasure to show you that love.”

Amelia sniffled, pressing her face against Penelope’s shoulder. “Thank you, Penelope.”

Penelope kissed the top of her head. “Always, sweetheart. Always.”

She took a deep breath and gave Amelia one last squeeze before gently pulling away. “Alright, come sit at the table, okay? I have a nice, home-cooked meal all ready to go.”

Amelia wiped at her face with her sleeve as she followed Penelope to the table, her eyes widening as she took in the sight of the steaming dish. “Whoa… what is this?”
Penelope grinned. “I’m glad you asked! This is my famous baked macaroni and cheese! I made it specially tonight, just for you. I thought this might be a good comfort food for your first meal in a new home.”

Amelia hesitated for a brief second before pulling out a chair and sitting down. Home. The word sat on her tongue like something foreign, something too delicate to hold. But as she watched Penelope scoop a generous portion onto her plate, she allowed herself, for the first time in a long time, to believe that maybe—just maybe—she had finally found one.


The morning light streamed gently through the curtains as Penelope sat at the kitchen table, cradling a warm cup of coffee between her hands. Across from her, Jamie stirred his own drink, studying her carefully.
"She's settling in nicely," Penelope murmured, her voice a mix of relief and exhaustion. "But... she's still struggling to believe she's not alone."
Jamie raised an eyebrow, silently urging her to continue.
Penelope sighed, setting her mug down. "She's still sleeping on the floor, Jamie. Right beside the bed. I don’t know if I should say something. I don’t want to push her, but it breaks my heart. She’s been through so much, and I’m scared if I bring it up, she’ll shut down. Or worse... she’ll run."
Jamie nodded, taking a slow sip of coffee before responding. "The sad truth is, that bed is probably too comfortable for her. She’s used to the streets."
Penelope winced at his words, but she knew he was right. "That makes a terrible amount of sense," she admitted. "But what do I do? Do I tell her she has to sleep in the bed, or do I just let her be? She's never had comfort before, and I..." She hesitated, her voice catching. "I just want to do right by her."
Jamie studied her for a moment before offering a small smile. "Is she still sleeping on the floor? Does she seem rested?"
Penelope hesitated before nodding.
"Then, if she’s comfortable, that’s all you can ask for, Pen. Let her settle in her own time. Maybe in a couple of weeks, when she feels safer, you can gently encourage her to try the bed. But for now, let her come to it on her own."
Penelope exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. "Maybe... yeah, maybe you're right. If that’s what she needs right now, then that’s what she’ll have. I just worry about her."
Jamie’s expression softened. "Pen, it looks to me like you’re an amazing mom already."
Penelope’s eyes widened slightly before she gave a small, teary laugh. "I really hope I am. I just want her to feel... loved. And safe. But being a mom? It’s the hardest, craziest thing I’ve ever done in my life. And I still worry I'm not doing enough."
Jamie smiled knowingly. "I think Emily would be proud of you."
Penelope’s breath caught in her throat. "She'd be proud?" she echoed, her voice barely above a whisper. "You really think so?"
Jamie nodded. "I never met her, but the way you talked about her… the things she said to you before she died, about what the world can do to a girl who only sees beauty in it? I think she’d be relieved that you're still looking for that beauty, Penelope."
They fell into a comfortable silence, Penelope’s heart aching with the bittersweet weight of Emily’s memory.
Jamie cleared his throat. "So… have you worked out how you’re going to keep Amelia a secret from the rest of the BAU?"
Penelope sighed. "I honestly haven’t. They’re going to question why I kept this from them, but I won’t budge on this. Amelia needs me to keep this secret, and I refuse to betray that trust. I just don’t know how long I can keep it up."
"Well, I’m normally free when you’re at work," Jamie offered. "I’m happy to be a babysitter when you need me. Have you called in sick yet?"
Penelope’s eyes widened. "Oh, crap. No, I got so caught up in everything that I forgot. I should probably do that now, huh?"
Jamie smirked. "Yeah, probably."
With a deep breath, Penelope pulled out her phone and dialed Hotch’s number. The line barely rang twice before he picked up.
"Penelope? You okay?"
"Yeah, yeah, I am. Just… I think I have a bit of a stomach bug. I don’t think I’ll be able to come in for the next week or so."
There was a pause on the other end before Hotch spoke again. "I see… and I assume you want me to tell the rest of the team not to check in on you?"
Penelope smiled weakly. "Yeah, that would be a good idea. I wouldn’t want to infect anyone. So just… let them know I’m okay, and I’ll be back in a week."
Hotch was silent for a moment. "A stomach bug that’s contagious?"
Penelope hesitated before forcing a laugh. "Yeah… I guess. I just need some time, Hotch."
Another beat of silence. Then, softer, "Penelope, if you’re struggling with your grief, you could’ve just said. Take the time you need."
She swallowed thickly, squeezing her eyes shut. "It’s not… it’s not about my grief, Hotch. I just need to deal with this on my own. But thank you."
She hung up and let out a slow breath, looking over at Jamie. "Well, he thinks I’m drowning in grief, but at least I have the week off. If he knew the truth, he’d probably have me committed."
Jamie chuckled. "If I wasn’t there when Amelia came to you, I might think the same thing."
A soft shuffling sound interrupted them, and they both turned to see Amelia coming down the stairs, rubbing her tired eyes.
"Good morning," she mumbled sleepily.
Penelope’s heart swelled at the sight. "Good morning, Amelia. Did you sleep well?"
Amelia nodded, making her way to the couch and curling up beside Penelope, leaning into her warmth. "Like a baby." She glanced at Jamie, offering a small smile. "Hello again, Jamie."
"Good morning, Amelia." Jamie smiled warmly. "How are you feeling today?"
"Good."
Penelope brushed some damp hair from Amelia’s face. "Anything you want to try today, Meels?"
Amelia hesitated for a moment before shyly glancing up. "Umm… I have one idea… maybe we could try baking cookies or something?"
Penelope beamed. "Oooh, I think that sounds like an excellent idea." She turned to Jamie with a playful smirk. "What do you think? Does baking sound like a fun plan today?"
Jamie grinned. "I love baking. And you’re in luck, Amelia—Pen is the best baker I know."
Amelia’s face lit up with excitement, and for the first time in what felt like forever, Penelope felt a little of the weight on her shoulders lift. Today was going to be a good day.

As the warm aroma of freshly baked cookies filled the kitchen, Amelia sat at the table, her plate stacked high with the treats she had helped make. She nibbled on one, savoring the rich, buttery flavor, and let out a small sigh of contentment. Across from her, Penelope and Jamie watched her fondly, exchanging knowing glances. There was something about the way Amelia kept one eye on Penelope at all times, as if she were afraid she'd disappear if she looked away for too long.

Penelope smiled warmly. "Amelia, are you okay, honey?"

Amelia looked up, startled, then quickly nodded. "Yeah. These are really good. I always thought homemade cookies would be the best."

Jamie grinned. "They sure are. So, kid… what do you like to do?"

"Like hobbies?" Amelia asked hesitantly.

"Yeah!"

She frowned, thinking. "I… I don’t think I have any."

Penelope’s expression softened. "Oh, that's so not true. Everyone has a hobby, Amelia." She paused, tapping her chin in thought. "It could be anything—watching TV shows, painting, drawing, reading, or playing a sport like soccer or tennis." Her smile was gentle, understanding. "It's hard to think about things you might like when you're worried about where you're going to sleep tomorrow, or whether you're going to get something to eat."

Amelia nodded. "Yeah, I… I never really got to try those things."

"That makes sense," Penelope said, her voice filled with quiet understanding. "Are you interested in any of those things I mentioned? Is there anything you’ve ever wanted to try?"

Amelia hesitated, then spoke shyly. "I’ve always wanted to try soccer… and, um, it would be pretty cool to play an instrument… And I’ve never watched a Disney movie, but I always really wanted to."

Penelope gasped dramatically. "Oh, sweetheart, we *have* to fix that! Disney movies are *amazing*!" She beamed. "I'd love to watch one with you sometime. As for soccer and playing an instrument—those are two fantastic things to try." She tilted her head. "What instrument have you always wanted to learn?"

Amelia smiled, a little more confidently this time. "Any instrument, really. But guitars are cool."

Penelope’s face lit up. "You know what? I'll start looking for a guitar, and if I find one, you and I can learn to play together." She nudged Amelia playfully. "I’ll teach you, and you can teach me. How does that sound?"

Amelia’s eyes widened. "They’re really expensive, Penelope. You don’t have to do that."

Penelope chuckled. "You're right, they *can* be expensive. But I don’t care. The idea of you learning how to play—of us playing music together—is too good to pass up. So, I’ll do what I can to find a guitar." She squeezed Amelia’s hand gently. "You're going to learn how to play, Amelia. I promise."

Without warning, Amelia threw her arms around Penelope, hugging her tightly. "I think finding you was the luckiest thing that ever happened to me."

Penelope felt her heart swell. She held Amelia close, her voice soft. "That means so much, Amelia. You know what? I feel the same way. I think we were meant to meet—because I needed you just as much as you needed me."

Jamie, watching the moment unfold, cleared his throat. "Well, I think this calls for a Disney movie marathon. What do you say, Meels? I know Pen has some DVDs lying around."

Amelia brightened. "Really? We can watch one now?"

"Absolutely," Penelope confirmed. "Let's introduce you to the magic."

Soon, the three of them were curled up on the couch. Jamie sprawled across from them with a pillow and blanket, a bowl of popcorn between them. Penelope sat with Amelia at her side, their drinks set carefully on the coffee table. As the movie played, Amelia kept glancing uncertainly at Penelope, as if checking to make sure she was still there. Each time, Penelope caught her gaze and gave her a reassuring smile, her presence steady and safe.

After a while, Amelia slowly inched closer until she was pressed against Penelope’s side. Penelope responded without hesitation, wrapping a gentle arm around the girl and pulling her close.

"Are you comfortable, sweetheart?" she murmured.

Amelia let out a small, content sigh. "I am now, yeah."

A little while later, as the movie neared its end, Amelia's eyes grew heavy. Before long, she was fast asleep, her head resting against Penelope’s shoulder.

Jamie glanced over. "Want me to put her to bed?"

Penelope hesitated, then nodded. "I'd really appreciate that. Thank you."

Carefully, Jamie lifted the sleeping girl into his arms, carrying her up to the guest room with Penelope following close behind. He gently laid Amelia on the bed while Penelope pulled the covers up over her. She brushed a few strands of hair from Amelia’s face, then pressed a soft kiss to her forehead.

"Sleep well, sweetheart," she whispered. "You're safe now."

Penelope stood at the door, hesitating. Her hand rested on the doorknob, but she couldn't bring herself to turn it. Jamie stood in front of her, arms crossed, watching her struggle. He had seen this coming.

"You need to go to work," he said gently. "You have to. She’ll be okay. I’m here to take care of her."

Penelope swallowed hard, her gaze flickering toward Amelia, who stood by Jamie’s side. The little girl smiled up at her, trying to ease her nerves.

"Yeah, I’ll be fine with Jamie, Pen," Amelia assured her. "We’re gonna start working on some schoolwork today anyway, which is boring, so you might as well go to work."

Penelope sighed, nodding. "You're right. I'm sorry… I'm just worried. I don’t want to leave you alone."

She knelt down to Amelia’s level, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "You know you can call me on my cell if you want to, or if you need me, right?"

Amelia nodded. "Mhm, I know. But I'm with Jamie, so I’ll be fine, Pen. And I know you're coming back, so I’m not worried."

Penelope exhaled a shaky breath and mustered a small smile. "Alright. That sounds good to me." She kissed Amelia’s forehead, lingering for a moment before finally standing up. "I love you, and I’ll see you in a little while."

Amelia grinned as Penelope turned and walked out the door, her steps hesitant. Jamie waited until it clicked shut before turning to the girl.

"You okay, kiddo?"

Amelia shrugged. "Yeah, I’m okay… Penelope’s probably blubbing in her car, though."

Jamie chuckled. "Not gonna lie, Amelia, she probably is. And she’s probably going to miss you like crazy. But I think she’ll feel better knowing you're safe with me. And I think she’ll be happier knowing you’re doing schoolwork."

---

As Penelope pulled into the FBI parking lot, her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Her heart pounded as she tried to shake the unease creeping up her spine. She couldn’t tell anyone about Amelia. The thought of lying to her team made her stomach churn, but she had no choice.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the car and walked into the bullpen, past the familiar rows of desks and the hum of quiet conversation. Before she could reach her own desk, a voice called out to her.

"Hey, babygirl."

Penelope turned to find Derek Morgan watching her, a knowing glint in his eyes. She mustered a smile. "Hey."

His expression shifted as he studied her, his profiler instincts already at work. "What’s wrong?"

She hesitated. Had it been that obvious? "Nothing. I’m just nervous about getting back into the office. It’s been a while, you know?"

Derek folded his arms. "We were all surprised you took time off so suddenly. I wanted to come around and check, but Hotch told me you’d asked for space."

"That’s right," she said, nodding. "I just needed some time to get my head back on straight. Figure some things out on my own."

Derek arched a brow. "Babygirl, you’re hiding something."

Penelope’s heart skipped a beat, but she forced a casual chuckle. "I’m fine, really. It’s not what you’re thinking. I promise."

Derek held her gaze for a long moment before sighing. "I’m not gonna push it for now, but remember, I’m your best friend for a reason."

She softened. "You’re right. And… thanks." She smiled, grateful. "So, what are we working on today?"

"Looks like a paperwork day," Derek said with a grin. "So we’ll probably get to leave early."

Penelope’s smile brightened. "That’s just what I need today."

Before she could relish the relief of a quiet day, Hotch’s voice carried from his office.

"Penelope, a word."

Her stomach twisted. She shot Derek a quick glance before forcing a steady breath and heading toward Hotch’s office, bracing herself for whatever was coming next.

Chapter 12 

Penelope hesitated outside Hotch’s office, taking a steadying breath before stepping inside and sinking into the chair across from his desk. The weight of his gaze was heavy—analytical, yet not unkind. He studied her carefully, taking in the subtle but undeniable changes in her demeanor.

“Penelope, what happened last week?” His voice was measured, but there was a gentleness beneath it.

Her mouth opened, but no words came. She wasn’t sure what to say. Could she lie to Hotch? Could she really sit here and pretend everything was fine?

“Penelope, I’m asking as a friend, not as your boss.”

That made it harder. She swallowed, shifting in her chair before finally managing, “Nothing, sir.”

Hotch didn’t respond immediately, simply watching her with the patience of someone who knew she wasn’t telling the full truth. Penelope sighed, running a hand through her curls.

“I was dealing with some personal things,” she admitted at last. “Things that upset me. I’m sorry if that’s not a proper explanation, but…it’s the best I can do for now.”

Hotch’s expression remained unreadable, but she could tell he was considering her words carefully. “Do I need to be worried?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. You don’t. I’m fine. Honestly.” She forced a small smile. “Or, I’m getting better, at least. It was personal, and I just… I thought I needed to handle it on my own. I hope you understand.”

A pause. Then, Hotch nodded. “Remember, my door is always open, Penelope.”

Relief flooded her, and her smile became a little more genuine. “Thank you, sir. That means a lot.”

---

By the time the workday came to an end, Penelope was eager to get home. She had spent the entire day fighting the urge to check her phone, resisting the temptation to call Jamie just to make sure Amelia was okay. It was irrational—she knew that—but the need to be near her, to protect her, was growing stronger every day.

She was gathering her things when Derek appeared beside her, grinning. “Hey, babygirl. We’re all heading to the bar. You coming?”

She froze, hesitating. Any other day, she would have jumped at the invitation. But now, her mind was already at home, with Amelia.

“That sounds like a good time,” she said carefully. “But I think I should head home tonight. It’s been a rough week, and I need to get some things in order.”

JJ, who had been listening, raised an eyebrow. “Wow. Penelope Garcia never passes on a bar trip. You okay?”

Penelope forced a smile, looking at JJ. “I just have some things to handle at home. I don’t really think a bar trip is what I need right now, but I appreciate the invite.”

JJ studied her for a moment, then gave a small nod. “Okay.” The rest of the team began walking away, but JJ lingered. “Hey, Pen?”

Penelope turned back. “Yeah?”

“I’m always here if you need to talk…about Emily or anything else.”

It took everything in Penelope not to react. JJ thought her strange behavior was because of Emily’s loss. She couldn’t know the truth—not yet.

“I know, JJ,” she said softly. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I think I just need a little time.”

JJ pulled her into a gentle hug, squeezing her tightly. “We’re all here for you.”

Penelope let herself relax into the embrace, knowing that—even though they didn’t know the real reason—she wasn’t alone. Not really.

And with that thought, she left the office, eager to get home to the little girl waiting for her.

Penelope stood outside her apartment door, hesitating for just a moment. The sound of Amelia’s giggles rang through the wood, light and joyful, mingling with Jamie’s deeper voice. A small smile tugged at her lips as she took a deep breath and pushed the door open.

“Hey there, honey,” she greeted as she stepped inside. Amelia’s laughter cut off as the girl turned, her face lighting up as she bolted toward Penelope.

“You’re home!” she squealed, wrapping her arms tightly around Penelope’s waist.

Penelope melted into the embrace, hugging Amelia back just as fiercely. “I am. And I am so happy to see you.” She gently smoothed Amelia’s hair. “How was your day? You did your schoolwork, right?”

Amelia nodded eagerly. “Yeah! Jamie was super helpful, and he made the best tacos for lunch.”

Jamie chuckled, standing from his seat at the kitchen table. “Hey, Meels, can you give me and Pen a minute? Maybe go try that wooden puzzle I left in your room?”

Amelia tilted her head, considering, but then nodded. “Okay! Sure. I’ll go do that puzzle.” She grinned at them both before trotting off down the hallway. “You let me know if you need me!”

As soon as Amelia was out of earshot, Jamie turned to Penelope. “So, how was your first day back at work since becoming a mother?”

Penelope sighed, rubbing at the back of her neck. “It was… different. I’m not going to lie. I felt awkward coming back. Like everything about me had changed while I was gone.” She let out a small chuckle, shaking her head. “But I’m adjusting. I’m getting used to it, slowly.”

Jamie nodded knowingly. “Well, you’ve definitely had a life-changing week.”

“I definitely have,” she agreed, her voice softer now. “Things are going to be very different for me from now on. But Amelia is worth it. I know I have to do everything to make sure she’s happy, safe, and protected. I just…” She hesitated, voice quieting. “I hope I can do it. I hope I’ll be a good mother to her.”

Jamie smiled warmly. “You already are.”

Penelope exhaled a shaky breath, but Jamie’s words reassured her. However, the shift in his expression made her straighten slightly. “Hey… about Amelia,” he started. “You know I started to look at some schoolwork with her today to assess her levels?”

“Yes,” Penelope nodded. “You mentioned it when I came in. Why? Did you find something out?”

Jamie sighed, crossing his arms. “You know Amelia has been out of school for at least two years.”

Penelope nodded again, her stomach tightening. “Yes. I do know that. I’ve thought about it a lot.”

Jamie hesitated before saying, “Then it won’t surprise you when I say she’s slightly behind academically.”

Penelope’s lips pressed into a thin line. “No… I expected that.” She swallowed hard. “Is it bad? She’s not… she’s not super far behind, right?”

Jamie hesitated. “Honestly?”

Penelope’s heart pounded. “Yes. Honestly.”

“In math, she’s about a year behind. But she picks it up quickly, so she could probably catch up to her grade level with some work.”

Penelope let out a breath. “That’s… that’s not horrible. Right? I mean, it’s not the best, but it’s manageable.”

Jamie nodded. “Yeah, her math is manageable.” He shifted on his feet, looking uncomfortable. “But…”

“But?” she pressed.

“Her English is a slightly different story.”

Penelope felt her stomach drop. “Oh?”

Jamie ran a hand through his hair. “Amelia is showing signs of dyslexia, Pen.”

She blinked, stunned. “What? She… How do you know? Can you even diagnose that so soon?”

Jamie shook his head. “I can’t diagnose her officially—you’d need to go through testing for that. But she is showing signs. Dyslexia is very manageable and common these days. It just means she’s going to take longer with reading and writing. And since she’s been out of school so long, and there was already a struggle there… she’s quite underdeveloped in that aspect.”

Penelope’s chest tightened. “How underdeveloped, exactly?”

Jamie sighed and picked up a small children’s book from the counter. “She struggled to read this, Pen.”

Penelope stared at the book, her throat tightening. “Really? That… bad?”

Jamie nodded solemnly. “It’s to be expected that she’d be behind. She’s only eleven, so it’s not like it’s a massive concern. We can definitely get her up to speed before she has to sit for exams. She just… she’s always going to struggle a bit with this.”

Penelope exhaled shakily. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying. She’s going to struggle a little.” She bit her lip. “So, there’s not much we can do right now, though? Right? Like… we can’t diagnose her yet?”

Jamie shook his head. “The sooner she gets diagnosed, the better. But she’s only been with you a week, and we don’t want her to spiral. Let’s wait until she’s more comfortable here before tackling that. For now, I’ll just try different techniques when I work with her at home. I think maybe holding off on sending her to school for a while longer could be beneficial, too.”

Penelope nodded. “Yeah. I think that’s a good idea. But she’ll continue to learn English at home, though, right? She’ll still work with you on that?”

Jamie smiled. “Of course.”

Penelope exhaled, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly. “Jamie… thank you. For everything. For looking after my baby girl and for being honest with me about this. I knew going back to work was going to be tough, but I didn’t expect it to be this overwhelming.”

Jamie grinned. “You’re doing great, Pen.”

She shook her head. “Jamie, what do I do? I need advice. I’m a mother now. A single mother to a little girl. And I don’t know how to be a mother. I don’t know how to raise her, or what to do or say. And I can’t mess this up. I can’t fail her.”

Jamie laughed. “Breathe.” He smirked. “Sorry for laughing, but I was waiting for this.”

Penelope narrowed her eyes. “Waiting for what?”

“For the panic. Every new parent has it. Normally, they’re holding a newborn, not an eleven-year-old, but a new mom is a new mom.”

She chuckled despite herself. “How long does this ‘new mom’ phase last? When will I start to feel like I know what I’m doing?”

Jamie grinned. “Never.”

Her eyes widened. “Never? So I’ll just… worry forever?”

“Yep,” he said, amused. “It’s a parent’s curse.” He pulled her into a quick hug. “But you’ve got this.”

Penelope hugged back, feeling a little better. “Thanks, Jamie. I didn’t expect my life to change so completely.”

Jamie smiled. “You’ve got a new center of your world now.”

She nodded, her heart swelling. “Yeah. I do. And I love her more than I ever thought I could.”

Jamie gave her one last nod before heading for the door. “I’ll come by tomorrow to watch Amelia while you’re at work.”

“You are a lifesaver,” Penelope called after him.

“Meels!” Jamie called. “I’m leaving, kid!”

Amelia’s hurried footsteps echoed through the apartment. The young girl sprinted into the living room, her face serious, her brows drawn together in determination.

“Jamie! Wait! Can I… can I ask you something really quickly, please?”

Jamie turned back, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Sure, kid. What’s up?”

Amelia shifted on her feet, her small hands clasping together. “Can you teach me math instead of English? English is hard to understand, and I don’t like it. So I wanna learn math. Can you teach me math, please?”

Jamie sighed, his voice gentle but firm. “Oh, kiddo, we’re gonna have to do a bit of both. It’s important.”

Amelia’s face twisted in frustration. “Why? I hate English! It makes my head hurt!”

“Meels—”

“I’m just so stupid!” she cried, and before either Jamie or Penelope could respond, she turned on her heel and ran off, her small frame disappearing into the bedroom.

A heavy silence settled over the room. Jamie exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s the first time I’ve seen her blow up today, but she was getting frustrated earlier. I’ll leave so you can go talk to her.”

Penelope nodded, her heart aching. “Yeah. I need to.”

Jamie offered her a small, reassuring smile before heading out, leaving Penelope to gather herself before making her way to Amelia’s room.

She found the eleven-year-old curled up on the bed, face buried in the covers, her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs. The sight of her like that sent a sharp pang through Penelope’s chest.

Softly, she knelt beside the bed, reaching out to run her fingers through Amelia’s hair. “Amelia, sweetheart,” she said gently, “what’s wrong?”

The response came muffled, barely audible through the fabric. “I’m so stupid.”

Penelope’s heart clenched. “You are not stupid, Meels. Not even a little.” She continued to stroke her hair in soothing motions. “Why do you think that about yourself, honey?”

Amelia sniffled, her voice trembling. “Because English makes my head hurt so much, and I couldn’t even read a book meant for three-year-olds. The words just kept getting jumbled up! I can’t read.”

Penelope exhaled slowly, choosing her words carefully. “No, you can’t—not yet. But that doesn’t make you stupid, baby. It just means it’s going to take a little more time, a little more work. And that’s okay. It just makes you unique.”

Amelia shifted slightly but still kept her face mostly hidden. “So… you’re not going to send me back to live on the streets?” she asked, her voice small, fragile.

Penelope’s breath caught in her throat. She felt her heart break for the little girl curled up in front of her. Swallowing hard, she said, “No. Of course not. Why would I do that?”

Amelia finally peeked up at her, eyes puffy and red. “Because I’m useless,” she murmured. “I can’t even read. I—I thought if I wasn’t good enough, you might not want me anymore.”

Tears pricked Penelope’s own eyes, but she blinked them back. “Oh, sweetheart,” she whispered, leaning in closer. “I would never send you away. You are not useless. You are not a burden. You are my daughter now, and that means I will always be here to help you, no matter what.”

The words seemed to sink in slowly. Amelia studied her for a long moment, as if testing the sincerity behind them.

“Together?” she asked hesitantly.

Penelope smiled, nodding. “That’s right. You and me. Together. Just us. I’ve got you, and now… you’ve got me. Okay?”

A soft nod. “Okay.”

Penelope patted the bed beside her, then opened her arms in invitation. “Wanna cuddle?”

The response was immediate—Amelia practically launched herself into Penelope’s embrace, her small arms wrapping tightly around her. Penelope held her close, rubbing soothing circles on her back, pressing a soft kiss to her hair.

“You’re so cute, honey,” she murmured, feeling the warmth of the moment settle over them like a protective shield.

Amelia let out a small huff. “I’m too old to be cute, Penelope. I’m eleven.”

Penelope chuckled. “Eleven is still very cute, sweetheart. Trust me. And besides, you’ll always be my little girl. You’ll always be cute.”

A comfortable silence stretched between them before Amelia spoke again, her voice barely above a whisper. “Penelope?”

“Yes, Amelia?” she responded, smoothing back her curls.

“Can I tell you something?”

“Of course, darling. Anything.”

Amelia hesitated, then took a deep breath. “When I was on the streets… sometimes it got really cold at night, and I would get super scared. And then I would get out the picture I had of you—the one Sophie gave me—and I imagined that my mom was there with me, cuddling me and telling me it would be all okay in the morning.” She nuzzled closer into Penelope’s chest. “Actually being here is so much better… even if you’re not my real mom.”

Penelope felt her throat tighten, emotions swelling in her chest. She swallowed the lump threatening to form. “Sweetheart,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. That you had to cope all on your own. But I’m happy you and I found each other. I’m happy we’re together now.”

Amelia’s voice was soft. “Do you feel weird knowing you didn’t even know I existed two weeks ago?”

Penelope thought about it, really thought about it. “It’s… strange, yes. But it feels right. Right now, I feel like it was meant to be.” She hugged Amelia a little tighter, pressing another gentle kiss to her forehead. “I feel like you and I… we were meant to find each other.”

Amelia tightened her grip in response, burying her face in Penelope’s shoulder. “Thank you for choosing me, Penelope.”

Penelope’s chest swelled with warmth, and she smiled, brushing a strand of hair from Amelia’s damp cheek. “Yes, I did choose you. And I would make that choice again and again. A thousand times over. Every single time, I would choose you, Amelia.” She cupped the young girl’s cheek gently. “I want to make you as safe, happy, and loved as I can. Thank you for being my daughter, Meels. I love you.”

Amelia let out a small, content sigh, her eyes fluttering shut. “Love you too.”

Penelope held her close, feeling the steady rise and fall of Amelia’s breathing against her. And for the first time in what felt like forever, everything felt exactly as it should be.


A month had passed since Amelia had come to live with Penelope. In that time, only Jamie had been let in on the secret of her existence, helping Grace with her schoolwork while also being a steady presence in Amelia’s life. The diagnosis of dyslexia had finally given a name to the struggles Amelia had been facing, but in recent days, her behavior had shifted—she had become almost unbearably clingy.

Penelope sighed as she turned her key in the lock, pushing the door open to step inside. The moment she did, Amelia came bounding toward her, flinging her arms around her in a tight hug.

"Hey, sweetie!" Penelope laughed, wrapping her arms around the girl in return. "You missed me?" She gently stroked Amelia’s hair, warmth in her voice. But something about the way Amelia clung to her felt… off. The little girl wasn’t just excited—she was anxious. Penelope could feel it in the way her small hands gripped onto her shirt like a lifeline.

"You're back," Amelia murmured, her voice full of relief.

Penelope nodded. "Yes, I'm back. Do you want to let go now?" she asked gently, though she made no move to pull away herself.

Amelia hesitated before reluctantly stepping back.

Penelope studied her face, concern growing in her chest. "Hey... Are you okay? You seemed really excited to see me—which, don’t get me wrong, I’m very flattered by—but you also seem a little anxious."

"I’m fine," Amelia said quickly, avoiding eye contact.

Penelope wasn’t convinced, but she decided not to press just yet. Instead, she brushed a stray lock of hair from Amelia’s face and smiled. "Okay, fair enough. Would you like something to eat? Maybe you just need some food for energy. I know I do—I've been working hard all day, and I am starving. How about we make dinner together and then I can check on your homework? Sound good?"

Amelia’s face brightened slightly. "Can I help you make dinner?"

"Of course! I’d love for you to help." Penelope ruffled her hair playfully. "My little sous-chef. C'mon, let’s get cooking. I'll tell you all about my day while we work."

As they made their way to the kitchen, Jamie appeared from the other room, leaning casually in the doorway. "Ahh, you’re back," he said, stretching. "That’s good. Means Meels here can stop watching the door now."

Penelope frowned slightly, glancing at Amelia, who suddenly looked guilty. "Watching the door?" she repeated, then looked back at Jamie, whose expression told her everything—this was a conversation for later.

"I wasn’t," Amelia mumbled quickly. "I was watching TV."

Penelope hesitated but decided to let it go for now. "Alright, if you say so." She forced a smile. "Now, let’s get dinner going. Jamie, you staying to eat?"

"Oh yeah," he said, grinning. "Wouldn't miss it."

"Great. Amelia, sweetheart, why don’t you set the table while I get Jamie to chop some vegetables?"

But Amelia didn’t move. "Can’t I cut the vegetables in here with you while Jamie sets the table?" she asked hesitantly, inching closer to Penelope.

Penelope let out a soft sigh before nodding. "Alright, Meels. You can stay here and help me. Jamie, looks like setting the table’s on you."

Jamie rolled his eyes good-naturedly and left the room while Amelia stayed firmly by Penelope’s side.

Dinner came and went, and Amelia never left Penelope’s sight. Even as they cleaned up, the little girl remained close, shadowing her every move. It was only when it came time for bed that Penelope realized just how deep Amelia’s clinginess ran.

"Sweetheart, you’ve got to hop in the shower now," she said gently. "It’s time for you to get some sleep, okay?"

Amelia hesitated. "I’ll go up in a minute."

Penelope crouched slightly so they were eye to eye. "Sweetie, you need to get in now. You need your sleep." Her voice was firm but still warm. "Come on, now."

Amelia fidgeted before finally looking up. "If I have a quick shower, will you come read to me before bed?"

Penelope softened, reaching out to tuck a strand of Amelia’s hair behind her ear. "Of course I will, honey. I'll come read to you before bed, I promise. But you need to shower first, okay?"

Amelia hesitated for a moment longer before nodding. "Okay."

Still, even as she walked away, Penelope couldn't shake the feeling that something was very wrong.

Penelope watched as Amelia left the room, letting out a soft sigh before turning her attention to Jamie.

"Jamie," she began carefully. "Can I ask you something?"

Jamie leaned against the counter, arms crossed. "You're gonna ask me about the clingy behavior, right?"

She nodded. "Yeah, I am. Have you noticed it too? You mentioned she was watching the door earlier. What's going on? Is everything okay?"

Jamie hesitated before answering. "I think... I think she's worried that if you're out of her sight, you're going to leave. It's an attachment issue, Pen."

Penelope’s brows furrowed. "No. No, that can't be. I'm not leaving her, Jamie. Ever." Her voice was firm, but a trace of worry lingered. "What she's feeling is... normal for a child who grew up in the kind of environment she did. I've read up on it at work. She's afraid. She doesn't understand why she's here now. She thinks this is too good to be true. Is that what you mean?"

Jamie nodded. "Yeah. She's got major abandonment and trust issues, and it's coming out as extreme clinginess."

Penelope exhaled slowly, rubbing her temples. "Okay, so what do we do? I've read up on it, but I'm doing everything I can to make her feel safe and secure. I don’t understand why she's so afraid that I'll leave. Does she think I'll send her back to live on the streets?"

Jamie hesitated. "It wouldn’t hurt to make it clear that this is a permanent situation."

Penelope paused before nodding. "You're right. I should just tell her straight. I want her to feel safe. Should we talk to her now?"

Jamie shook his head. "Penelope, I don’t mean just telling her. Can I say something without you getting offended?"

"Go ahead. It doesn't matter what it is. I need to hear this. Just be honest."

Jamie sighed. "You need to actively make physical room for her. In a permanent way. Realistically, Pen… is this apartment big enough for the two of you?"

Penelope's smile faded. "No… no, it isn't. I... I hadn't thought about it like that. Do we need to move? What do we do now?"

Jamie gave her a sympathetic look. "If this place isn’t big enough long-term, then yeah, you might need to think about moving. And—look, the girl's eleven and sleeping in a double-bed guest room that still looks like a guest room. It doesn’t feel like hers."

Penelope’s eyes widened with realization. "Oh God… I hadn't thought about that. I hadn't thought about this at all. She needs a room that feels like hers. A space where she feels safe. She needs to feel like this is her home."

Jamie placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "Don't beat yourself up over this, Penelope. Yeah, change will be good, and it’ll help Amelia feel more comfortable. But the fact that she clings to you isn’t all bad. It shows she does trust you."

Penelope nodded. "I know. And I do appreciate that trust. But I also know that she won’t truly feel safe until she has some permanence. She needs a space of her own."

Jamie smirked. "I better go and leave you to be clung to. I doubt she’ll let you leave her room tonight."

A small voice called from down the hall. "Penelope, I’m ready for a story!"

Jamie chuckled. "See? Called it."

Penelope shook her head fondly. "Alright, alright, I’m coming!" She turned back to Jamie. "Thanks, Jamie. I'll talk to you tomorrow."

She walked him to the door before making her way to Amelia’s room. The moment she entered, Amelia let out a small sigh of relief, as if reassured by her presence.

Penelope smiled warmly. "Hey, there. You ready for your story? Can I brush your hair before we start? Let’s get you all ready for story time."

As she gently ran the brush through Amelia’s hair, she realized this was the perfect opportunity to bring up moving.

"Hey, Meels," she said softly. "I want to talk to you about something. Will you listen to what I have to say?"

Amelia nodded. "Yeah, okay."

Penelope took a deep breath. "So, you know you’re staying here with me, right? Well, I was thinking… maybe we could move."

Amelia stiffened slightly. "You want to move?"

"Yeah, Meels. I do. This place isn’t really big enough for both of us. I want you to have your own space. A room that belongs to you. Doesn’t that sound fun?"

Amelia’s eyes lit up. "Like, paint the walls and stuff?"

Penelope nodded. "Exactly. Imagine picking your own colors, painting flowers, making it your own. Doesn’t that sound nice?"

Amelia hesitated. "I’ve never had a bedroom before."

Penelope’s heart clenched. "I know, honey. But I can change that. I want you to have your very own room. A place where you can do whatever art projects you want."

Amelia’s expression darkened slightly. "It sounds expensive… I don’t want you to feel like you have to spend money on me, Penelope. I’m happy just being allowed to stay with you."

Penelope’s breath caught. "Allowed? Oh, Meels… you aren’t allowed to stay with me—you *live* with me. That’s two very different things. I’m lucky to have you here."

Amelia blinked, as if the words took a moment to settle. "Oh…"

Penelope smiled softly. "Yeah. And your room? It’s going to be the coziest in the whole house. I already know what I’m going to paint it. Want to guess?"

Amelia’s eyes brightened. "Yellow?"

"That’s right. Your favorite color. Do you like that idea?"

A small, genuine smile spread across Amelia’s face. "A new house. *Our* house. And my own bedroom. That’s yellow. Because I live with you, not just staying with you. And we get to do it all together?"

Penelope nodded. "Yeah, Meels. Together."

Amelia hesitated, then wrapped her arms around Penelope, hugging her tightly. "Okay."

Penelope kissed the top of her head. "Now, are you ready for your story? It’s getting late."

Amelia yawned. "I’m not tired."

Penelope chuckled. "Right… I don’t buy that for a second. Come on, I’ll read until you fall asleep. Deal?"

Amelia snuggled closer. "You can read… but only because I wanna find out if Harry gets to Hogwarts."

Penelope grinned and began reading. Before she even got through a chapter, Amelia had drifted off, curled up against her, safe in her arms.


Penelope sat at her desk, her eyes scanning the listings on her computer screen. Various homes filled the page—three-bedroom houses with spacious yards, cozy townhouses with modern interiors, and charming cottages with welcoming porches. She clicked through them with careful consideration, her mind juggling logistics and emotions all at once.

"Why are you looking at house listings?" Derek's voice cut through the quiet hum of the office, snapping her out of her thoughts.

Penelope stiffened slightly but recovered quickly, turning to him with a composed expression. "Because... I'm planning to move," she replied, keeping her tone light, as if it were a casual decision. "I'm looking for a new place to live. Nothing immediate, but I’ve got enough saved for a good deposit. I’ve been keeping an eye on the property market. Actually, that’s why I was late this morning—I have an appointment with an estate agent after work."

Derek’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. "What? Why? Pen, you’ve been in your apartment forever. You love that place."

"I know." She sighed, glancing back at her screen. "And I do love it. Always have. But it just isn’t big enough anymore. It’s that simple. I’ve outgrown it. It’s time to move on. I need more space."

Derek folded his arms, his expression shifting from confusion to concern. "Why would you need more space?"

Penelope hesitated for half a second before masking it with a small smile. "Derek, I appreciate your concern, really. But this is my decision. I want and need more space. I can afford it, so why not? The apartment doesn’t feel like home anymore. I don’t know how else to explain it."

Derek frowned, his gaze drifting to the screen. "Three bedrooms, though? That’s a big jump. Why would you need three bedrooms?"

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. "Derek," she said, her tone carrying an edge of warning. "I just need more space. I really do. Why is my house shopping such a big deal to you?"

"Because it’s not like you," he admitted. "Houses, Penelope? That’s a huge step. And honestly... you’ve been different since Emily died. We barely see you outside of work anymore. You took that random week off. You always leave the office right on time when you used to stay late." He leaned in slightly, voice dropping. "You’re hiding something."

She swallowed hard, keeping her expression unreadable. "You’re right," she said finally, choosing her words carefully. "I have changed. But that isn’t your concern. I’m fine, Derek. Really. I’ve just... grown up since Emily passed. That’s all. Nothing to worry about."

Derek didn’t look convinced. "Penelope, I know you loved Emily, but this isn’t healthy. Closing yourself off like this... It’s not you."

Her heart twisted at his words, but she held her ground. "Just trust me, Derek. There’s nothing to worry about. Okay?"

He exhaled heavily. "I just... You’ve never shut us out before."

She hesitated, guilt pressing at her chest. He wasn’t wrong. "You’re right," she admitted softly. "I have shut you out. And I’m trying to fix that. I really am." She looked down for a moment before meeting his gaze again. "I know it probably feels like I don’t trust you anymore, but that’s not the whole story. Just give me a little more time. And I promise, I’ll tell you everything."

Derek studied her for a long moment before nodding slowly. "Alright, Pen. I’ll hold you to that."

She offered him a small, grateful smile, hoping—praying—that when the time came, he’d understand why she had to keep Amelia a secret for now.


Penelope exhaled as she gripped the steering wheel, Derek’s words still echoing in her mind. He wasn’t wrong—she had changed. But she didn’t have the luxury of explaining why. Not yet. As she turned onto her street, she pushed the thoughts aside. Right now, she had something more important to focus on.

She parked in front of her apartment and hurried inside. The moment she stepped through the door, Amelia leapt off the sofa, beaming with excitement.

“Pen! You’ll never guess what happened today!”

Penelope barely had a moment to react before Amelia was in her arms. She laughed, hugging the girl tightly. “Hey, Meels! What happened?”

“Jamie brought over these colored paper things that go over books, and I tried it—and guess what? I read a whole book by myself!”

Penelope’s eyes widened, her heart swelling with pride. “Amelia, that’s incredible! Oh my god, Meels, you did it! You read a whole book—on your own?”

Amelia giggled as Penelope lifted her off the ground and spun her around. When she set her down, she cupped Amelia’s face gently, her expression full of pride. “You are amazing, Meels. I hope you know that.”

Amelia grinned, her cheeks flushed with excitement. “Thanks, Pen.”

Penelope smiled, brushing a strand of hair from Amelia’s face. “Come on, Meels. We’ve got somewhere to be.”

“Where?”

“We’re going to look at some houses.”

Amelia’s excitement faltered for a second, but she quickly recovered. “Oh… okay.”


***

The first house was charming, a modest but cozy space that Penelope could easily see them living in. She let Amelia take the lead as they explored, watching her carefully for any sign of interest.

When they finished, Penelope turned to Amelia. “What do you think, Meels? No pressure if this isn’t the one.”

Amelia hesitated. “It’s nice. What do you think?”

Penelope considered for a moment before shrugging. “I like it. But we’ve got more places to see. Shall we move on?”

Amelia nodded, and they made their way to the next listing.


***

When they pulled up to the second house, Penelope felt something shift inside her. She glanced at Amelia, who was already eyeing the place curiously.

“Have you got a favorite house so far?” Amelia asked as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

Penelope smiled. “Honestly? I’m not sure yet. But I have a feeling about this one.”

She got out of the car and walked around to open Amelia’s door. Taking her hand, she led the way inside. The moment they stepped in, the house felt different. Warmer. Like it had been waiting for them.

“Take your time looking around,” Penelope encouraged. “If you don’t like it, we’ll move on. No pressure.”

They wandered through the house, inspecting every room. When they entered one of the bedrooms, Amelia let out a quiet, breathless “Woah.”

Penelope turned to see Amelia staring in awe at a benched alcove nestled beneath a circular window. Her expression was one of pure wonder.

“That was a very enthusiastic ‘woah,’” Penelope said with a teasing smile. “Did you like the window?”

Amelia nodded. “Yeah, it’s… it’s really cool.”

Penelope stepped beside her, running a hand over the bench’s smooth surface. “I think this is the one, Meels. I can see us living here. What about you?”

Amelia hesitated. “You want this to be your home?”

Penelope felt the pang in her chest at the way Amelia phrased it—your home, not our home. She crouched down so they were at eye level, reaching out to smooth Amelia’s hair.

“Yes, Meels,” she said softly. “I want this to be our home. Together. The both of us.”

Amelia blinked up at her, her lips pressing together as if she were holding back tears. Then, after a long moment, she nodded. “Okay… together.”

Penelope pulled her into a hug, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Yeah, Meels. Together.” She pulled back, cupping Amelia’s face gently. “Now, let’s go tell the realtor we’d like to put in an offer, okay?”

Amelia grinned. “Okay.”


Penelope sat at her desk, staring at the screen but barely seeing the words in front of her. She sighed heavily, her mind still lingering on the events of the previous night. Amelia had woken up crying, trembling from a nightmare. It had taken everything in Penelope to soothe her, to hold her close and whisper reassurances until her small body finally relaxed and sleep reclaimed her. Now, at work, she felt the weight of exhaustion settle deep in her bones, but more than that, she felt worry. She wanted to go home, to check in on Amelia, to make sure she was okay. But she had to wait.

"Penelope. A word in my office, please."

She looked up, startled from her thoughts. Hotch stood by his office door, his expression unreadable. She nodded, plastering on a smile as she rose from her chair. She knocked twice before entering.

"Yes, Hotch?"

"Sit down, Penelope."

She complied, folding her hands in her lap, trying to keep herself from fidgeting. "Alright. What's up?"

He studied her for a moment before speaking. "You look like you haven’t slept."

Penelope let out a small, tired laugh. "I haven’t, Hotch. I had some trouble sleeping last night. But I'm fine."

His expression didn’t change. "Is this to do with whatever you’re hiding?"

Her smile faltered. She inhaled sharply before letting out a quiet sigh. "Hotch, you’ve got to trust me on this. What I’m hiding… it’s important. I will explain everything in due time. But for now, please don’t ask me questions about it. I’m working on fixing things, but I can’t say anything yet."

Hotch watched her carefully. "If there’s anything I can help with—"

"Not for me… but actually, sir, can I pick your brain on something?"

He raised an eyebrow. "Yeah, of course, Penelope. What do you need to talk about?"

She hesitated before speaking. "You know how I ran my support group for victims of crime?"

"Yes, I do. You always made it a point to keep me informed, so I presume this has something to do with the group."

"Yeah… one of the women who goes there has just… gained custody of her eleven-year-old daughter."

Hotch frowned. "Why is that an issue, Penelope?"

"It’s not—it’s just, she… the mom… is struggling with something and has asked for my help. And well… I don’t really know much about it, but I thought you might since you have Jack."

"Penelope, what is this problem you're referring to? If I'm going to help, I need to know what it is."

"Well, you're not helping me. You're helping… my friend from the support group. But she… she’s been homeschooling her kid because when she lived with her dad…" She trailed off, glancing away before continuing, "It’s complex, but long story short, the child has suffered a lot of trauma. Her academic levels are quite low for her age. She’s also dyslexic. But um… well, she does want to get her kid into a school. Maybe a specialist one. She just doesn’t know of any."

Hotch nodded slowly. "I do know of one. There's a specialist school on the outskirts of the city. It specializes in helping children who have suffered from trauma. They support kids with dyslexia and other academic challenges. It’s called the Light House Academy for Children. Have you heard of it?"

Penelope shook her head. "I haven’t… is it—can you tell me more about it?"

"Light House Academy works on a one-on-one basis with children. Each child is assigned their own counselor who oversees not just their academic development, but also their social and emotional well-being. They help children learn to live with their trauma. They emphasize play just as much as academics because they believe it helps children heal. It’s an incredible place."

Penelope exhaled, a small smile appearing on her lips. "Wow… that sounds perfect."

"It is a wonderful facility. They also provide support for parents who are caring for children with trauma. So, you said your friend is a member of your support group?" Hotch’s gaze sharpened slightly as he studied her.

Penelope quickly looked away. "Oh, yeah, she is."

He leaned forward slightly, his eyes narrowing just a fraction. "Right. Well, I'll get you the address for Light House Academy and I'll also call the Headmaster for you. If you give me your friend’s information, I can have him set aside time to speak with her. That’s not a problem, right?"

Penelope’s response was immediate, almost too quick. "Oh no, Hotch, you don’t have to do that. I can just pass on the school’s name to her. She may want to think about it. I can’t give you her information."

Hotch’s gaze remained steady. "If it’s a privacy thing, I can keep it to myself. So, let me ask you again. What’s going on?"

Penelope shifted uncomfortably. "Nothing is going on, I just… I’m helping a friend."

"Penelope…"

"Hmm?"

"You're avoiding looking me in the eye. You’re stuttering, and you’re fidgeting with your rings. Something is up, and I need you to be honest with me."

She inhaled sharply, her hands tightening into fists before she exhaled, her shoulders slumping. Finally, she met Hotch’s gaze, her voice quieter, softer, resigned. "If I… if I give you the child’s name, would you be able to pass it on to the Headmaster?"

Hotch’s eyes softened. "I can."

Penelope swallowed hard, gathering her courage before speaking. "The child is Amelia Grace Garcia."

She watched as realization dawned in Hotch’s eyes. By using Amelia’s full name, she had made one thing unmistakably clear.

Amelia wasn’t a friend’s child.

She was Penelope’s daughter.

Penelope sat stiffly in the chair across from Hotch, her fingers nervously twisting the rings on her hand. The silence stretched between them, heavy and expectant.

Hotch’s expression remained unreadable, though his eyes held a rare softness. Finally, he spoke, his voice quieter than usual. “You have a... child?”

She nodded quickly, barely able to meet his gaze.

Hotch exhaled sharply, leaning back in his chair. His hands folded together on the desk, and for a brief moment, he closed his eyes, as if recalibrating his thoughts. “And she’s eleven?”

Another nod.

“How long?”

Penelope swallowed. “Two months. Since that week I was off ‘sick.’”

Hotch’s jaw tightened, and he let out a slow breath. He glanced around the office, making sure the blinds were shut, that no one was eavesdropping. When he turned back to her, his gaze was intent. “You kept her a secret from me?” There was no accusation in his voice, only confusion. “Penelope, we’re a team. We tell each other everything.”

Her stomach clenched. “I can’t… Hotch, you shouldn’t even know.”

His brow furrowed. “Why haven’t you told the others? Why is this a secret?”

Penelope hesitated, weighing the risks of saying the next words aloud. But she had already started down this path. There was no turning back.

“Amelia’s father is dangerous, Hotch.” Her voice wavered, but she pressed on. “He can’t find her. Or me.”

Hotch’s face hardened. “Can you give me more details?”

She hesitated again, then asked, “Remember how you recruited me to the BAU? The ultimatum you gave me—prison or work for you?”

Hotch nodded, his gaze sharpening. “Yes.”

She inhaled deeply. “He’s the leader of that network.”

A beat of silence passed between them. To her surprise, Hotch didn’t look shocked. If anything, he looked like something had finally clicked into place. He nodded slowly, exhaling through his nose.

“Right,” he said simply. “Well… that makes more sense now.”

Penelope let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Relief flooded her at his calm reaction.

Hotch offered her a small, reassuring smile—something almost rare enough to be considered an anomaly. “You can trust me, Penelope. I promise.”

Her lips trembled, and she blinked back sudden tears. “Thank you.”

Hotch nodded, as if the matter was settled. “Now, let’s focus on what we can do. I’ll call the headmaster at Light House Academy and see what we can arrange.” He paused, his tone shifting. “But first—how do you feel? How do you and Amelia feel? Now that you’re living together?”

Penelope’s heart swelled at the thought of Amelia—her little girl. A smile broke through her anxiety, bright and full of love. “It’s like… a huge part of me was missing, and now she’s here. I love her so much, Hotch. She’s the best kid—sweet, funny, resilient. She’s my little girl.”

Hotch studied her for a long moment before nodding again. “I can see that. And I can see how much you care about her.”

A gentle silence settled between them, one not weighed down by secrets or fear, but by understanding. Then Hotch straightened and reached for his phone. “Alright. I’m making that call now. You just relax and know that this is going to work out.”

For the first time in months, Penelope let herself believe that might actually be true.

Amelia stood outside the towering school building, her small hands tightening into fists at her sides. The morning sun cast a warm glow over the brick facade, but she felt anything but warm. Her stomach twisted in knots as she swallowed hard and glanced over her shoulder at Penelope, seeking reassurance.

Penelope caught the look immediately and gave her a soft, encouraging smile. "How do you feel, Meels? Nervous?" she asked gently, her voice soothing as she crouched down to meet Amelia's eye level. "You ready to go inside?"

Amelia hesitated, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. "Can I have a minute first?"

Penelope nodded without hesitation. "Of course, Meels. Take all the time you need."

Amelia took a deep breath, her small chest rising and falling as she exhaled shakily. "God, I’m so nervous."

Penelope's smile widened, filled with warmth. "Oh, Meels. I get it. It's your first day. New kids, new teachers—it's a lot. But trust me, you're going to do great. Okay?"

Amelia’s brows furrowed as she lowered her voice. "They know about my reading thing?"

"Yes, sweet girl, they know," Penelope assured her. "The school has all your information. They know you're dyslexic, and they’re ready to give you the education you deserve. You don’t have to hide anything. It’s okay to be nervous, but you can do this."

Amelia chewed her lip before whispering, "You'll be here to pick me up at the end of the day?"

Penelope's heart squeezed at the vulnerability in her daughter's voice. "Of course, Meels. I'll be right outside those gates, waiting for you. I promise." She placed a hand over her heart to seal her words.

Without warning, Amelia threw herself into Penelope’s arms. The child was trembling, and Penelope held her tight, rubbing soothing circles into her back. "You can do this," she whispered. "Go get 'em, tiger."

Amelia straightened slowly, giving one last glance at the looming school doors. Then, with quiet determination, she lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and walked inside without looking back.

Penelope watched as the doors shut behind her, swallowing her little girl into a new world. Her chest tightened. Amelia had been strong, but she had also been scared. And now, Penelope felt the weight of that fear pressing down on her. She took a deep breath, blinking back the sudden sting in her eyes, before searching for a nearby bench.

She sank onto it, pulling out her phone with trembling fingers. Her thumb hovered over the screen before she pressed Jamie’s contact. He answered on the first ring.

"Hey, Jamie—"

"First day was tough, I’m guessing?" His voice was warm, understanding.

Penelope exhaled a laugh that was more air than sound. "Yeah. It was... it was really tough. But she’s going to be okay. She just needs time to adjust. I just..." She paused, staring down at the phone in her hands. "I just wish I could’ve walked in there with her. She seemed so strong, but I’m a nervous wreck, Jamie."

"Wanna meet for a coffee?" he offered. "Sounds like you could use a distraction."

Penelope sighed in relief, already standing. "Yeah. I’d really like that."

Penelope walked into the coffee shop, her heart still heavy from the morning’s events. As soon as she spotted Jamie sitting at their usual corner table, a wave of relief washed over her. He looked up, saw her, and immediately opened his arms. Without hesitation, she stepped into them, letting his embrace ground her.

“Thanks for this, Jamie,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “I really needed this.”

He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, holding her close. For a moment, she simply let herself lean into him, eyes closed, drawing strength from his presence.

“I’m just so nervous,” she admitted, exhaling a deep sigh. “I know she’s going to be fine. I know that. But I can’t stop worrying.”

Jamie smiled softly. “She’s growing up, huh?”

Penelope nodded against his chest. “Yeah. Yeah, she is. And I’m so not ready for it. I don’t know what I’m doing, Jamie. I’m doing my best to be a good mom. That’s all I can do. That’s all I can do…”

“You’re doing great, Pen. It’s okay to feel emotional about this.”

She pulled back just enough to look up at him, her eyes searching his face. “It’s just… I’m so proud of her. She walked into that school like she wasn’t scared at all. But I know she was. I could see it. And I’m proud of her for hiding it, for being strong. But I’m scared, too.”

Jamie brushed a strand of hair from her face, his touch soothing. “With you as a role model, that kid is going to be the bravest around.”

A small smile tugged at Penelope’s lips. “She is, isn’t she?” Her voice softened. “Jamie… I’m not ready for this. I just… I’m not.”

---

Outside the coffee shop, JJ and her husband, Will, strolled down the sidewalk. JJ suddenly stopped in her tracks, her eyes narrowing as she caught sight of a familiar figure through the window.

“Will, look! It’s Penelope! She should be at work… but she’s not. And she looks really comfortable hugging that guy.”

Will followed her gaze and let out a sigh. “Yeah, Derek did mention she’s been acting a little off lately. But maybe they’re just close friends, JJ.”

JJ scoffed, crossing her arms. “Close friends? Will, they’re still hugging.”

Will shook his head. “Just let her be. She’s clearly going through something. Maybe she just needs a friend right now. We don’t know what’s going on in her life.”

JJ frowned. “Derek said she’s moving.”

Will’s head snapped toward her. “What?”

JJ nodded. “Since Emily died, she’s completely shut herself off. I know it doesn’t help that I don’t work at the BAU anymore, but Derek says he barely sees her outside of work. She’s hiding something. What if it’s this? A secret boyfriend?”

Will exhaled, shaking his head. “Maybe she is dating him. Maybe she’s not. But she’s a grown woman, JJ. If she wanted to tell us, she would.”

JJ’s expression hardened with determination. “She’s my best friend, Will. She’s the closest thing to a sister I’ve had since Ros. I just… I hate that she hasn’t opened up to me about this.”

Will sighed. “I know you want to help, but pushing her might make things worse.”

JJ suddenly brightened, a thought forming. “Will… why don’t you head into the next shop? I think I’ll grab a coffee.”

Will eyed her warily. “You just want to keep tabs on her, don’t you?”

JJ smiled innocently. “Who, me?”

Will chuckled, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Fine. Just don’t push too hard.”

JJ grinned, then turned on her heel and walked into the coffee shop. Her eyes immediately locked onto Penelope, who was now sitting on a couch with the mystery man. The way he stroked Penelope’s cheek, the way she giggled softly in response—it didn’t scream ‘just friends’ to JJ. Smirking, she approached them.

“Penelope?”

Penelope’s eyes widened in surprise as she turned to see JJ standing there. “JJ! Hey! What are you doing here?”

JJ arched an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same thing. Shouldn’t you be at work? Oh, never mind that—I haven’t seen you in weeks. Come here.”

Penelope hesitated for only a second before stepping into JJ’s hug. It felt comforting, familiar. When they pulled apart, JJ glanced at Jamie.

“And who’s this?”

Penelope quickly found her voice. “Oh, right! Jamie, this is JJ. JJ, this is Jamie, my friend.”

JJ’s eyebrow lifted further. “Friend, huh?”

Penelope nodded quickly, her smile slightly strained. “Yeah. He’s just a friend. A really good friend. He’s been there for me.”

JJ’s gaze softened slightly. “In recent months?”

Penelope swallowed. “Yeah… since Emily…” Her voice faltered, and she cleared her throat. “Since Emily died, he’s been a real support for me. It hasn’t been easy, JJ. I just… I just needed a friend. And that’s what he is.”

JJ reached out, squeezing Penelope’s hand gently. “Introduce me properly, then.”

Penelope exhaled, her shoulders relaxing slightly. “Jamie, this is JJ. She’s an old friend of mine. She’s like a big sister to me.”

JJ smirked. “Hey, I’m younger than you! And ‘practically family’? Please, you’re godmother to my kid—we *are* family. Nice to meet you, Jamie.”

Jamie extended a hand. “Pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

JJ chuckled. “Wish I could say the same, but Penelope’s been uncharacteristically closed off lately. So how’d you two meet?”

Jamie smiled. “We met at a support group. Penelope runs the group I go to, and we just started talking. She’s helped me a lot.” He turned to Penelope, nudging her playfully. “I don’t know where I’d be without her.”

Penelope rolled her eyes, laughing softly. “Hush, you.”

JJ glanced between them, her suspicions lingering but her expression warm. “Well, I’m glad you two have each other.”

Penelope quickly added, “As *friends*, JJ. Just really good friends.”

JJ smirked but didn’t push. “Right. Well, I spoke to Derek the other day. He mentioned you’re moving?”

Penelope hesitated for a fraction of a second before nodding. “Yeah. I needed more space, so I found a new place.”

JJ grinned. “I’d love to come see it!”

Panic flared in Penelope’s chest. If JJ came over, she’d find out about Amelia.

She forced a warm smile. “I just might take you up on that. It’s still a bit of a mess right now, though. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

JJ’s knowing look didn’t fade, but she let it go—for now.

Penelope stood outside the school gates, shifting her weight from foot to foot as she anxiously awaited Amelia’s emergence. Her fingers tapped rhythmically against her thigh, a nervous habit she hadn’t even realized she had.

*Come on, Penelope. Just be cool. She’s going to be fine… she’ll do fine. She can do this.*

The words repeated in her head, as much a reassurance to herself as they were a truth she desperately wanted to believe. A deep breath. A sigh. And then, movement.

Children began to trickle out of the building, their voices an excited hum of post-school chatter. Penelope’s heart lurched as her eyes locked onto Amelia, who was walking alongside two boys her age. They were laughing—genuine, uninhibited laughter. One of them pulled Amelia into a quick hug before they parted ways, and Amelia’s gaze lifted, immediately landing on Penelope.

A wide, beaming smile stretched across Amelia’s face as she waved excitedly and rushed toward the car.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Penelope greeted warmly, bending slightly to meet Amelia’s level. “How’d it go?”

“It was great!” Amelia blurted, practically bouncing on the balls of her feet. “I, like, made new friends already! I had a really good time. It was a bit scary at first, but then… I got used to it. And I made really good friends! Did I tell you that I made friends?”

Penelope chuckled at Amelia’s enthusiasm. “You did? What friends did you make, Meels?”

“Chris and Max! Chris’s dad has a comic book shop, and Max likes to play on his gaming console. They’re both so nice and cool.” Amelia’s words tumbled out in a breathless rush, her excitement palpable. “Oh! And Max has a sister who’s a year above us—she’s *so* cool, Pen! She’s the captain of the baseball team, and she said I could practice with her since I look like I’d be good at baseball! And *if* I get on the team, I’d get a jersey! A *sports jersey*, Pen!”

Penelope gasped dramatically. “A baseball jersey?! No way! Really? That’s amazing, Amelia. I’m so happy for you. It sounds like you’re settling in well.”

“I *am*! And for the first time in my life, I was a proper kid today! Going to school, making friends…” Amelia trailed off, suddenly looking a little shy. “Penelope?”

Penelope tilted her head, instantly tuning into Amelia’s shift in demeanor. “Yeah, Amelia? What is it?”

Amelia hesitated, her fingers twisting in the hem of her shirt. “Could we… maybe go to the park for a bit? So I can practice running? For baseball? It’s okay if not… actually, I shouldn’t have asked. I’m so sorry. Thank you for everything. I’m sorry for asking—”

Penelope let out a soft laugh and reached to squeeze Amelia’s hand. “Amelia, honey, it’s *okay*. You don’t have to apologize for asking. I’d love to take you to the park. We can go right now if you want.”

Amelia blinked, her uncertainty melting into an excited nod. “Really?”

“Really.”

—

The park was quiet, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the grassy expanse. Penelope sat on a bench, a book open in her lap, though her focus was anything but on the words in front of her. Instead, she watched Amelia sprinting back and forth between two trees, her small form a blur of determination and excitement.

She was training. Preparing. Finding her confidence in a new world.

Penelope let her gaze soften as she watched Amelia move. She pretended to read, but in reality, her attention never left her daughter. And as Amelia ran, pushing herself harder with every sprint, Penelope felt something stir in her chest.

Pride. Hope.

And the bittersweet realization that her little girl was growing up.

Penelope hurried through the front door, dropping her bag onto the floor as she stepped into the kitchen. The sight of Amelia sitting at the breakfast bar, her head bent over her homework, brought a warm smile to her face. Relief flooded her—her daughter was home, safe, and settled.

She walked over and leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to Amelia’s forehead.

“Hey, honey. Did you have a great day with Jamie today? What did you guys do this afternoon?”

Amelia barely glanced up, her voice slow and strained. “Um… hey, Penelope… we just did homework.”

Penelope’s smile faltered as concern took its place. She studied Amelia’s face, noticing the tired droop of her eyes and the dullness in her usually bright expression.

“You sound a bit tired, honey. Are you okay?” she asked softly, worry lacing her tone.

Amelia opened her mouth to respond, but instead, a coughing fit overtook her. Penelope’s expression tightened in concern as she instinctively placed a hand on Amelia’s back, rubbing soothing circles.

“Are you sure you’re okay, honey? You don’t seem okay…” Penelope’s gaze flickered to Jamie as he entered the kitchen, hands tucked into his pockets, his expression knowing.

“Ah, so she’s trying to convince you she’s not sick too?” he asked, shaking his head with a small smirk.

Penelope let out a sigh. “Yep. That’s exactly what she’s doing.” She turned back to Amelia, brushing a stray curl from her daughter’s face. “You don’t have to pretend, sweetheart.”

Jamie leaned against the counter, watching Amelia with a knowing look. “Looks like the start of the flu to me. New school, new germs. Me and your mom both know you’re sick, Meels.”

Amelia crossed her arms, stubbornness flickering in her tired eyes. “I’m not sick.” But the words barely left her lips before she sneezed.

Penelope and Jamie exchanged a glance.

“Are you sure you’re fine?” Penelope pressed gently. “You’re coughing, sneezing…”

“I’m not sick,” Amelia insisted. “I feel…” Her voice wavered, her eyelids drooping. “I feel… so tired.” She rubbed her eyes, trying to stay upright, but another cough shook her small frame. “I just want to sleep.”

Jamie stepped forward, crossing his arms. “Well, just humor me and eat some noodle soup for dinner, okay?”

Amelia shook her head weakly. “I don’t want soup. I just… I want to go to bed. I don’t want to eat.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and something about the way she said it sent a pang through Penelope’s heart.

Penelope reached out, pressing her palm gently against Amelia’s forehead. The warmth of her daughter’s skin sent a fresh wave of worry crashing over her.

“Oh my God, Amelia… you’re burning up.”

Jamie’s face darkened with concern as well.

“You don’t seem too good, honey,” Penelope murmured. “Do you want to go to bed? If you’re not hungry, you don’t have to eat right now.”

Amelia gave a small nod, her body sagging with exhaustion. “Yeah… bed. I’m sure I’m just tired.”

Penelope swallowed the lump forming in her throat, brushing her fingers gently through Amelia’s hair. “Alright, sweetheart. Let’s get you to bed.”

She exchanged another look with Jamie. Neither of them said it out loud, but they were both thinking the same thing—this wasn’t just tiredness. This was something more. And no matter how much Amelia tried to insist otherwise, Penelope knew one thing for certain: her little girl was sick.

Penelope returned to the kitchen after tucking Amelia into bed, her fingers idly running along the countertop as she let out a slow, uneasy breath. 

"She's definitely ill..." she murmured, her voice laced with concern. "She probably just doesn't want to be... taken care of, I suppose. It's... It's okay. I mean, I understand. She doesn't want to feel like she's a burden. She'll be okay, right?"

Jamie, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed, gave a knowing smirk. "I give her two hours before she’s begging for the cough syrup. She’ll be fine."

Penelope nodded, but her gaze flickered back toward Amelia’s bedroom door, unable to shake the worry lingering in her chest.

Jamie tilted his head, observing her. "First time seeing her unwell. How you feeling? Big mom moment."

Penelope hesitated, then exhaled. "This is... the first time she's needed me for something like this. I guess I’m just not used to seeing her sick. It feels a bit... strange. I guess it’s one of those big mom moments."

Jamie chuckled. "You're in for a rough couple of days. She’s gonna be stubborn."

"Yeah, I can already tell." Penelope sighed, shaking her head. "But, I mean, it's fine. I'm her mother, for crying out loud. I can deal with a few days of stubbornness."

Jamie grinned, pushing off the counter. "I’d offer to stay and help—you know I love you both dearly—but... I’ve got a date."

Penelope’s eyes widened in surprise. "Oh really? With who?" Genuine curiosity lit up her face.

Jamie smirked. "Just a guy I met at a bookshop. He’s an author too, so... First date since Matt died."

Penelope’s expression softened at the mention of Matt—Jamie’s late husband. She knew how much he had meant to Jamie, and how his loss had shattered him. It was Matt’s death that had brought Jamie to her support group, and in turn, into her and Amelia’s lives. 

"Oh!" she exclaimed, her smile bright. "This is good! This is so good! I'm so happy for you! Do you think it could turn into something? Do you like this guy?"

Jamie hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "I think it could, Penelope... I think it could."

Her excitement bubbled over. "Oh my god, Jamie! I'm just... I'm so happy for you! What's his name? You have to tell me."

He laughed, shaking his head. "Oh no, Penelope Garcia. I know what you're like. I give you his name, and you’ll be hard-searching him like the tech whiz you are."

She pursed her lips, pretending to consider. "Yeah, good point. I probably would do that... I’ll find his name out eventually, though. You can't keep a secret that long from me. But you're right. I can wait until after your date to find out." Her expression turned earnest. "But seriously, Jamie. I’m so happy for you."

Jamie’s smile softened. "Thank you... You know, I don’t think I would have been in a space where I’m ready to move forward without you and Amelia."

Penelope reached out, squeezing his hand. "Jamie... I know you're still grieving. It’s been a year, and I know that pain doesn’t just go away. But this? This doesn’t mean the grief is disappearing. It just means you’re doing what Matt would have wanted you to do. He would have wanted you to be happy."

Jamie tilted his head, a teasing glint in his eyes. "Have you tried saying that in the mirror?"

Penelope scoffed, nudging him playfully. "Do you want to head out on your date now? I'm sure Amelia will start whining about bed eventually. I'm just guessing at this point, but I’m positive it's going to happen."

Jamie chuckled, then his voice grew serious, though still warm. "Well, I hope to see you where I’m at one day, Penelope. But... I know Emily’s only been gone for four months, so I’ll give you some grace."

Her smile faltered for a second, but she covered it with another playful nudge. Jamie, ever perceptive, let the moment pass. 

He grabbed his jacket, heading for the door. "Anyway, I’m off to my gorgeous date, and I’m wishing you, my best friend, the biggest luck in dealing with the surly and sickly eleven-year-old upstairs."

Penelope rolled her eyes with a laugh. "Yeah, yeah. Go charm your bookshop author." 

With one last grin, Jamie left, and Penelope exhaled, glancing once more toward Amelia’s room. A long night lay ahead, but for now, she allowed herself to smile—because for the first time in a long time, Jamie had hope again.

Penelope stood outside Amelia’s door, listening to the harsh, rattling coughs coming from inside. She knocked softly, concern tightening her chest.

“Amelia…? Honey, are you okay?” She paused, tilting her head as she heard another fit of coughing.

A weak voice called out, “Penelope?”

“Yeah, honey, it’s me. Are you okay? Can I come in?”

“Yeah… come in, please.”

Penelope pushed open the door and stepped inside. Amelia was curled up in bed, her cheeks flushed with fever, though she had the covers pulled up tightly around her small frame. Her teeth chattered, and her wide, glassy eyes filled with tears the moment she saw Penelope. Her bottom lip jutted out, making her look younger than her eleven years.

“I don’t feel well,” Amelia admitted, her voice trembling as she sniffled.

Penelope’s heart clenched, and she wasted no time in sitting down beside her. “Oh, honey, come here.” She gently pulled Amelia into her arms, feeling how her small body shook. Pressing a hand to her forehead, she sighed. “You’re burning up, sweetheart. I think you’ve got a fever.”

“I’m so cold,” Amelia whimpered, burrowing closer.

Penelope stroked her damp hair, whispering, “It’s okay, honey. I’ve got you.”

Amelia hesitated before mumbling, “I’ll get you sick.”

Penelope scoffed softly, pressing a kiss to Amelia’s hair. “Oh hush, you. I’m your mom, this is my job, okay?” She leaned back slightly, looking at her. “I just want to take your temperature, make sure it’s not too high, alright?”

Amelia sniffled and gave a small nod. “Okay.”

Penelope smiled reassuringly before placing the thermometer in Amelia’s mouth. The little girl sat there miserably, looking pitifully up at her as the seconds ticked by. When the thermometer beeped, Penelope removed it and glanced at the reading.

“Yep… high fever,” she confirmed, trying to keep her tone light.

Amelia’s eyes welled with fresh tears. “But I’m so cold,” she repeated, her voice breaking.

“I know, honey,” Penelope soothed. “I know you feel cold, but that’s just the fever. Your body’s working hard to fight off whatever bug you caught. Let’s get some medicine in you, okay? It’ll help.”

Amelia nodded tearily. “Yes, please… Mama.”

Penelope froze.

She barely breathed, her heart skipping a beat as the word settled between them. Mama. It had slipped from Amelia’s lips so naturally, so instinctively, that she didn’t even seem to realize she had said it. But Penelope had heard it loud and clear.

Swallowing the sudden lump in her throat, she steadied herself and smiled. “Okay, honey. I’ll go get the medicine. Just sit tight.”

She returned moments later with a small plastic cup filled with the thick, cherry-flavored liquid. Amelia took it obediently, wrinkling her nose as she swallowed.

“Yuck,” she mumbled, shuddering.

Penelope chuckled. “Yeah, I know it’s gross. But it’ll help you feel better soon, I promise.”

Amelia blinked up at her, exhaustion heavy in her fevered gaze. “Don’t leave.”

Penelope’s chest tightened. She reached out, brushing a few strands of sweaty hair from Amelia’s forehead. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetie. I’ll stay right here.”

Amelia sighed softly, closing her eyes as she snuggled in closer. “Can you sing?”

Penelope hesitated, caught off guard. “Yeah… Yeah, I can. What would you like me to sing?”

A small smile tugged at Amelia’s lips, her voice barely above a whisper. “Anything.”

Penelope exhaled slowly, then began to sing softly, her voice gentle and full of warmth:

“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine…
You make me happy when skies are gray…
You’ll never know, dear, how much I love you…
Please don’t take my sunshine away…”

As she sang, Amelia’s breathing grew slower, deeper, until soft snores filled the room. Penelope kept rocking her gently, stroking her hair, even long after Amelia had drifted into sleep. She pressed one last kiss to the little girl’s forehead and whispered, “Sweet dreams, baby girl.”

For the first time, she felt it deep in her bones—she was Amelia’s mom. And nothing in the world could change that.

Later that evening, Penelope remained at Amelia’s side, holding the little girl close as the soft sounds of her fevered breathing filled the quiet room. The warmth radiating from Amelia’s small body was alarming, her cheeks flushed an unnatural red. But what worried Penelope most were the restless murmurs slipping past her lips.

“The trolls are gonna come,” Amelia mumbled in her sleep, voice thick with fever. “You gotta run… but past the goblins.”

Penelope’s heart clenched. She gently squeezed Amelia’s tiny hand. “Amelia…?” she whispered, her voice laced with concern. “Sweetheart, wake up.”

She reached out, pressing a soft palm against Amelia’s damp forehead before lightly shaking her. “Come on, honey. Wake up for me.”

Amelia stirred, her eyelids fluttering. “Sophie?” she murmured, her voice distant, unfocused.

Penelope frowned. “No, honey, it’s me. It’s Penelope.”

Amelia blinked sluggishly, her eyes clouded with fever. “Penelope…?” Then, her expression shifted into something hazy and dreamlike. “We need to save Sophie from the trolls.”

Penelope inhaled sharply, trying to keep the growing panic at bay as she reached for the thermometer. “Let me check your temp again, okay, honey?” She placed the device under Amelia’s tongue, brushing damp hair back from her forehead as they waited. The seconds stretched, agonizingly slow, before the beep finally sounded.

102.1.

“Oh, sweetheart…” Penelope exhaled, fear tightening her chest. “Your fever’s worse.”

She tried to sit Amelia up, but the little girl was far away, lost in fevered delusions. “Hello, Mr. Troll,” Amelia whispered with a small, delirious giggle.

Penelope’s pulse skyrocketed. “Amelia, no… wait. There’s no trolls, sweetheart.”

Her fingers trembled as she grabbed her phone. There was only one person she could think to call.

“Hotch, Hotch,” she said the moment he picked up, her voice breathless with worry. “It’s Penelope. Can you please help me?”

The shift in his tone was immediate. “Penelope? What’s wrong?”

She rushed out the words. “It’s Amelia. She’s sick—really sick. Her fever’s gotten worse. She’s talking about trolls and magic detectors, and she’s just—she’s so hot, Hotch.” Penelope sucked in a shaky breath. “Am I overreacting?”

“Alright, Penelope, calm down,” Hotch said, steady and firm. “What’s her temperature?”

Penelope glanced at the digital display again, her stomach twisting. “It was 99.8 thirty minutes ago. Now it’s 102.1.”

Hotch didn’t hesitate. “Unless it goes over 103, you don’t need to take her to the hospital. What have you done to bring it down?”

“I gave her medicine. I put a cool cloth on her forehead. But it’s not working.” She ran a frustrated hand through her hair. “It’s just getting worse.”

“Do you have a bath?”

Penelope blinked. “A bath?”

“A lukewarm bath might break the fever,” Hotch explained. “She’s going to react like it’s ice water, but it should help.”

Penelope swallowed hard, glancing down at Amelia, who was still murmuring about trolls and goblins.

“Okay,” she whispered. Then, louder, with as much reassurance as she could muster, she said, “Amelia, sweetheart, we’re going to take a bath now, okay?”

The little girl made a small sound of protest but didn’t resist as Penelope carefully lifted her. She carried Amelia into the bathroom and started running lukewarm water into the tub. Gently, she eased the child in.

The reaction was instant.

Amelia screamed, thrashing against the water as if it burned. “Mama! Mama! Help! Help!”

Penelope’s heart shattered at the sound of her cries. “Shhh, sweetheart. It’s okay, I’ve got you,” she soothed, holding Amelia securely. “Just a little longer, baby. Just a little longer.”

Tears streamed down Amelia’s cheeks, her small body shaking violently. Every fiber of Penelope’s being wanted to pull her out immediately, to wrap her in warm blankets and never let go—but she forced herself to stay strong. For Amelia.

Finally, her phone’s timer signaled that the bath had lasted long enough.

Penelope exhaled, shakily lifting Amelia out of the tub and wrapping her tightly in a towel. “We did it, honey,” she murmured, kissing the child’s damp forehead. “Your fever is down.”

It took a long time for Amelia to stop crying. When she finally quieted, her voice was small and exhausted. “I’m tired.”

“I know, sweetheart.” Penelope carried her back to bed, tucking her in gently. Within moments, Amelia drifted into sleep.

With a deep sigh, Penelope left the room and collapsed onto the couch, immediately calling Hotch back.

“How is she?” he asked.

Penelope closed her eyes. “She’s better. Her fever’s down, and she’s sleeping.”

There was a pause. Then, softly, “And how are you?”

She let out a breathy laugh, but there was no humor in it. “I’m fine.”

Hotch was quiet for a moment. Then, knowingly, he said, “It’s not easy dealing with a sick kid alone, is it?”

Penelope sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. “No. No, it’s really not.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It was so scary, Hotch. She was so sick… I just felt so alone.”

“You don’t have to be alone, Penelope.”

She swallowed hard. “I don’t want to risk her safety. You know that.”

“I do,” he admitted. “But I also know you don’t have to do this alone.”

She didn’t have an answer for that.

After saying their goodbyes, Penelope made herself a cup of tea, then carried it—along with a chair—into Amelia’s room. There was no way she’d be able to sleep without keeping an eye on her daughter tonight.

Hours passed. Every time Amelia shifted, Penelope’s gaze snapped to her. When the little girl whimpered in her sleep, Penelope was instantly at her side, stroking her hair, whispering reassurances.

Suddenly, Amelia stirred, eyes cracking open as she whimpered, “Mama? I’m thirsty.”

Penelope’s breath hitched.

Without hesitation, she handed Amelia a cup of water. The child drank sluggishly, her eyes already drooping shut again.

“Thanks, Mama… love you,” Amelia murmured sleepily.

Penelope’s heart clenched so hard it physically ached. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision as she reached out, stroking Amelia’s damp curls.

“You’re welcome, honey,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “I love you too.”

And as Amelia drifted back to sleep, Penelope sat there, listening to the soft, even sounds of her daughter’s breathing, feeling more sure than ever that no matter how hard it got—she would always be there.

Penelope hadn’t slept a wink. The weight of the night lingered in her limbs, exhaustion pressing against her bones as she lay still, staring at the dim ceiling. When the first rays of morning light crept through the curtains, she turned her head to see Amelia still fast asleep, her face peaceful despite the lingering traces of illness. Careful not to wake her, Penelope slipped out of bed, suppressing a groan as stiffness settled into her muscles. The clock read 7:30 AM.

She shuffled into the living room, the quiet hum of the kettle filling the silence. As it clicked off, she poured herself a cup of coffee, relishing the warmth between her hands before setting to work on breakfast. With Amelia still resting, she took the rare opportunity to eat alone, hoping the quiet moment would help her shake off some of the exhaustion before the day truly began.

A hoarse voice called from the bedroom, breaking the stillness.

“Penelope?”

Setting down her cup, Penelope hurried down the hall, finding Amelia still curled up in bed, her expression weary but no longer feverish. She sat beside her, brushing a gentle hand across her forehead.

“Hi, honey,” she murmured. “You feeling better?”

Amelia swallowed, wincing. “I don’t feel cold anymore, but my throat hurts. Like knives.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Penelope said softly, smoothing her hair. “You know what we need? A honey and lemon drink. Let’s get that ready, okay? You get dressed, and I’ll take care of the rest.” She pressed a kiss to Amelia’s forehead before pulling back with an encouraging smile. “And there will be plenty of cuddles too. Sound good?”

Amelia’s tired eyes brightened just slightly. “And Disney films?”

Penelope chuckled. “Yes, of course. Disney films too. We’ll watch whatever you want.”

The day passed in a blur of animated movies, warm blankets, and quiet reassurances. Penelope made sure Amelia took her medicine on time, kept her hydrated, and coaxed her to eat as much as she could manage. She didn’t mind the endless reruns of familiar films, didn’t mind the way Amelia curled into her side for comfort. This—being there, being present—was the most important thing.

By bedtime, Amelia was visibly better, her fever gone, her color returning. As Penelope tucked her in, Amelia blinked sleepily up at her.

“Can I go to school tomorrow?”

Penelope hesitated, brushing a hand through Amelia’s soft curls. “Well… no, not tomorrow. I think you should rest a little longer, sweetheart.”

“But… I love school,” Amelia protested, her voice still raspy.

“I know you do,” Penelope murmured, “but your body needs time to heal. Just a couple more days, okay?”

Amelia frowned, then hesitated. “Can Jamie come and watch me tomorrow? So you can go back to work?”

Something in Penelope tightened at the suggestion. She didn’t want to leave Amelia’s side—not yet. Not when the fear of something worse still clung to her.

She shook her head. “No, no. It’s okay. I’m taking some time off. I need to be here with you.”

Amelia shifted, looking away. “Penelope, I’m fine. The worst of it has passed. And I know you’ve already taken a lot of time off for me…”

Penelope exhaled, pressing a hand over Amelia’s. “Honey, the worst is past, yes. But you still need to rest. And I want to be here. I don’t want you to be alone.”

“But I wouldn’t be alone. Jamie would—”

“No, Amelia.” Penelope’s voice was firm. “It’s my job to take care of you. Not Jamie’s. Mine.”

Amelia sighed, nodding hesitantly before closing her eyes. Within moments, she was asleep again, leaving Penelope alone with her thoughts.

The following morning, Penelope woke still curled up beside Amelia, exhaustion still weighing on her. She glanced at the clock—6 AM. Carefully, she eased out of bed and shuffled to the en suite, taking a quick shower in an attempt to refresh herself.

A knock at the front door pulled her from her thoughts. Wrapping herself in a robe, she padded to the door and opened it.

“Jamie?” she asked, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

Jamie grinned. “Wanted to check on my two favorite girls.”

Penelope huffed a soft laugh and stepped aside, letting him in. “Come on in.”

As he followed her into the living room, he glanced around. “How’s the patient?”

“She’s doing better,” Penelope admitted, rubbing her eyes. “Still a little under the weather, but not too bad anymore.”

Jamie studied her for a long moment. “You haven’t slept, have you?”

Penelope waved him off. “I’m fine.”

“Bullshit.” Jamie crossed his arms. “When Penelope Garcia says she’s fine, it usually means the opposite.”

Penelope sighed, rubbing her temples. “Jamie, my kid has been sick. It’s been a rough few days.”

Jamie softened. “Come on… talk to me.”

“I’m fi—”

“Pen.”

She hesitated, then exhaled. “It’s just been… too much.”

“Too much?” Jamie prompted gently.

Penelope swallowed. “Being a single mother is a lot. I never thought I’d be raising a kid alone. And I’m scared, Jamie. I’m so scared of losing Amelia. It’s overwhelming.”

Jamie pulled her into a hug, holding her tightly.

“You’re not going to lose her, Pen.”

“You can’t promise that,” she whispered. “I’m just… doing my best, but I don’t know how much longer I can—”

Jamie pulled back, searching her face. “Penelope… you don’t regret taking her in, do you?”

“No.” The word was immediate, fierce. “Oh God, no. I would never regret having her. I love Amelia. I just… I hate how I have to raise her right now. I hate that I have to hide her.”

Jamie’s expression softened. “You know it’s for her safety.”

“I know,” Penelope whispered. “I know. But that doesn’t mean I don’t regret it. She deserves a better life than this. A better life than what I can give her.”

Neither of them noticed Amelia standing in the hallway, having overheard every word.

Silent, she turned back to her room, feeling a heaviness settle in her chest. And as she got ready for the day, an awful thought took root in her mind—

Maybe Penelope didn’t want her after all.

Penelope wiped her weary eyes, her body heavy with exhaustion as she pulled away from Jamie. The weight of the past few days clung to her like a storm cloud, and though Amelia was on the mend, the emotional strain hadn't eased. It only deepened when Amelia emerged from her bedroom, fully dressed in her school uniform.

Penelope's heart sank. "Amelia? Where are you going, honey? You're not going to school today. You're still sick, remember? You're meant to be resting."

Amelia’s voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. "I’m feeling better. I can go to school."

Penelope stepped forward, shaking her head. "You're staying home today. We talked about this. We're going to watch some Disney films again, and you're going to rest—"

"Well, maybe I don’t want to spend time with you!" Amelia snapped, her voice suddenly filled with anger.

Penelope blinked, caught off guard. "What are you saying? What do you mean you don't want to spend time with me?"

Amelia’s small hands balled into fists. "I didn’t ask you to look after me!"

Penelope felt her stomach twist. "Meels… I’m your mom. It’s my job to look after you."

"But you're not my mother! You're just some stranger who decided to take me in!" Amelia’s voice cracked with emotion, her breath coming in shaky bursts.

Penelope’s heart shattered. She knelt down, desperate to reach Amelia’s level, to make her see. "No. No, no. You're wrong, okay? I'm not just... I'm not just some stranger. I wanted to be your mother. I chose to be your mother. I chose you."

Tears welled in Amelia’s eyes, her expression crumbling with hurt. "And now you regret it because I’m too much work."

"No. No. Amelia. It's not like that. You're not... You're not too much work for me. I... I don't regret you. Never. I don’t regret taking you in or anything I’ve done as your mother. It's okay, okay? You're never going to be too much work for me. You never could be."

Amelia’s lip quivered. "I just heard you tell Jamie! Stop lying to me!"

Penelope exhaled shakily, trying to gather herself. "Oh, sweet pea, no. If you heard anything at all, it was me being tired and overwhelmed. What I'm not saying is that I don't love you or want you. Because that’s not true. I’m not lying to you, alright?" Her voice was soft, pleading, as she reached out to stroke Amelia’s hair.

But Amelia stepped back. "Stop!" she cried, the confusion and emotion too much. "I hate you!"

Then she turned and ran, slamming her bedroom door behind her.

Penelope stayed frozen in place, Amelia’s words echoing in her ears. Slowly, she sank to the floor, wrapping her arms around her knees. "No... Amelia..." she whispered, her voice breaking.

Jamie sat down beside her, his hand moving in slow, comforting strokes along her back. "Okay… okay, I think you both are just tired and a bit overwhelmed."

Penelope nodded, barely able to speak past the lump in her throat. "Yeah. Yeah, I think you're probably right. It’s just… oh god… Jamie, she’s so mad at me. I feel like I’m not doing enough for her. Like I’m just… not good enough for her."

Jamie sighed. "You do realize she’s hearing you say that and thinking you don’t want her anymore, right?"

Penelope’s eyes widened. "I’d never!" She buried her face in her hands. "Fuck… I’ve really messed this up."

Jamie squeezed her shoulder. "It’s okay, Pen. Maybe just give her some space."

She let out a shaky breath. "Yeah, you're right. I'll give her some space for a while. I just hope she's not too upset. I hope she knows that I love her."

Jamie studied her for a moment before nudging her gently. "Why don’t you head into work? I’ll look after Meels."

Penelope hesitated, glancing toward Amelia’s closed door. "Yeah. Yeah, okay. I'll go to work. But only for a few hours. I'll just... I’ll just let her be for now. Thanks, Jamie. I appreciate it."

Jamie smiled. "You may be a single parent, Pen, but you’ve got a support system. I know it’s small since only me and Hotch know about Meels, but don’t feel like you can’t use us to help."

The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, and Penelope Garcia barely had the energy to lift her head. Her eyes were heavy, her body aching from exhaustion, and she leaned slightly against the cool metal of the elevator wall. She blinked sluggishly as a familiar figure stepped inside.

"Morning, Penelope," Rossi greeted, his warm, gravelly voice cutting through the silence. He studied her closely, his brow furrowing. "Piccola, you look unwell."

Penelope forced a small smile, the corners of her lips barely lifting. "Yeah. I'm a little tired, but I'll be fine. Really." She rubbed at her eyes, trying to will the sleepiness away. "Just didn’t get much sleep last night, that’s all. But I’ll be fine." She repeated the words, as if saying them enough times would make them true.

Rossi didn’t press her, allowing a comfortable silence to settle between them as the elevator ascended. He watched her from the corner of his eye, concern flickering across his features.

"I haven’t had you over for a pasta dinner in a while," he remarked after a moment.

Penelope's smile wavered. She’d been avoiding those dinners—avoiding them ever since Amelia entered her life. "I know. It’s been too long. I’ve missed it." She dropped her gaze to the floor. "We should try and do it soon."

"I’d really like that, kiddo. I’m free whenever… it’s you who’s always busy."

She bit the inside of her cheek but didn’t respond.

The elevator doors opened, and Penelope made her way straight to Hotch’s office, knocking softly before stepping inside.

Hotch looked up from his paperwork, surprised. "Penelope… I didn’t expect to see you today."

She nodded, arms wrapping around herself. "Yeah, well… I think I just needed to come in. Needed to get away from home for a bit and clear my head."

His expression shifted, concern evident. "Is everything okay? How’s Amelia?"

Penelope exhaled slowly, pressing her lips together before answering. "She… she overheard me talking to Jamie last night. About how overwhelming everything has been." She hesitated, biting her lip. "She thinks I regret adopting her, Hotch. She thinks I don’t want her anymore. And she—she told me she hates me."

Her voice cracked, and she dropped her head into her hands.

Hotch studied her for a long moment before speaking. "Do you regret it?"

She looked up sharply, offended. "No. Of course not. I don’t regret it for a second. I love her."

He nodded, satisfied. "Then trust me, every kid says they hate their parents at some point. Jack hated me last weekend because I made him take off his Spider-Man costume. It breaks your heart, but it’s part of it."

A tear slipped down Penelope’s cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. "You’re right. I know you are. I just… I’m being a bit emotional this morning."

Hotch, ever the pragmatist, grabbed a tissue from his desk and handed it to her awkwardly. "Do you have support?"

She sniffled and nodded. "Yeah. I do. I have Jamie. He’s been my rock."

Hotch tilted his head. "Jamie? Who’s Jamie?"

Penelope let out a breath. "He was with me the night Amelia showed up. He’s part of my support group and has… well, he’s been there for me ever since."

Hotch nodded, absorbing the information before setting his pen down. "Only work until noon, Penelope. Then go home to Amelia and work things out."

She opened her mouth to argue but stopped herself. He was right. "Yeah, okay. I will. I promise."

He softened slightly. "And Penelope, you don’t have to apologize for talking to me about this. It’s my job as your boss. But more than that, we’re family. And we’re the only two single parents in this place—we need to form an alliance."

That brought a small smile to her lips. "Yeah. We do."

She stood and left his office, her heart feeling just a little lighter. The weight of exhaustion still sat heavy on her shoulders, but at least she knew she wasn’t alone.


Penelope sat at her desk, trying to focus on the data in front of her, but her mind felt like a tangled mess of emotions. No matter how hard she tried to push everything aside, her thoughts kept circling back to Amelia—to the heartbreak in her little girl’s voice, the sting of those three words: *I hate you.*  

She swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment before forcing herself to focus. Work was supposed to be her escape, her way to compartmentalize, but today, even the comforting glow of her screens wasn’t enough to drown out the ache in her chest.  

A knock on the doorframe pulled her from her spiral. She turned just as Rossi stepped inside, his expression unreadable, his hands holding what appeared to be a carefully arranged basket.  

Penelope blinked, confused for a moment, until he set it down on her desk.  

“I had a think about something JJ told me,” he said, his voice casual but laced with something deeper—something knowing. “She said when Henry was sick, these were some of the things that helped.”  

Penelope’s eyes flickered from the basket to Rossi, her stomach twisting as realization hit.  

He *knew*.  

Her breath caught slightly, her fingers tightening around the armrests of her chair. “You know?” she asked quietly. “You know about me being a mom?”  

Rossi tilted his head slightly, a small, amused smile playing at his lips. “I was taking a gamble,” he admitted. “But I do now.”  

Penelope exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “You profilers are *too* good at your jobs.”  

Rossi chuckled, then softened. “So… can I get a bit more of an explanation, *kitten*?” His voice was gentle, but there was an unmistakable fatherly concern underneath.  

Penelope hesitated, her fingers brushing over the handle of the basket, as if grounding herself. Then, finally, she nodded.  

“I’m a mom now,” she said, her voice quiet but steady. “I adopted this beautiful little girl.” She glanced up at him, her expression almost pleading. “No one here knows yet, though. I haven’t told anyone except for Hotch, so please, don’t tell the rest of the team yet?”  

Rossi gave her a small, reassuring nod. “Of course. But why keep it a secret?”  

Penelope bit her lip, shifting slightly in her chair. “It’s complicated,” she admitted. “There’s more to this than just… me deciding to adopt.”  

Rossi studied her for a long moment, his sharp eyes reading between the lines, but he didn’t push. Instead, he simply asked, “How old?”  

Penelope’s face softened instantly, the tension in her shoulders easing just a little. “She’s eleven,” she said, her voice carrying a warmth that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “Her name’s Amelia. She’s *brilliant*, Rossi. She’s smart and funny and—” She let out a breathy, almost disbelieving laugh. “She’s got this way of looking at the world that just *makes sense*, you know?”  

Rossi watched her closely, noting the way her entire demeanor shifted when she spoke about the girl. The way her tired eyes lit up, the way her words tumbled out with affection and awe.  

“I honestly don’t know what I’d do without her,” Penelope admitted, her voice softer now. “She’s become… everything.”  

Rossi smiled at that, but there was still something weighing on him. “And the secrecy?” he asked gently. “You said it’s for your safety?”  

Penelope hesitated, nodding. “Yeah,” she said. “It’s a precaution more than anything now, but…” She sighed, running a hand through her curls. “I *can’t* tell you why just yet. Not because I don’t trust you—I *do*—but because it’s safer this way. For both me and Amelia.”  

Rossi’s expression darkened slightly, but he nodded in understanding. “Are you both safe?”  

“Yes,” Penelope said immediately, her voice firm. “I promise.” She met his gaze, willing him to believe her. “We’re okay.”  

Rossi let out a slow breath, seeming to accept that—for now. “At least now I know why you were avoiding my pasta dinners,” he said, his voice lightening just a fraction.  

Penelope let out a small, guilty chuckle. “Yeah. That’s… yeah. I’m sorry, by the way. I hope I didn’t hurt your feelings. I *wanted* to come over, I really did. But I just… I just couldn’t. Not yet.”  

Rossi nodded, then, after a brief pause, said, “Well, now that I know about Amelia… why don’t you bring her?”  

Penelope’s breath hitched slightly, her eyes going wide. “You—” She blinked at him. “You *want* to meet her?”  

Rossi gave her a look, as if the answer should have been obvious. “Of course I do,” he said. “You really think I wouldn’t want to meet my *pseudo-granddaughter*?”  

Something warm and unexpected bloomed in Penelope’s chest, and she felt her eyes sting again—only this time, it wasn’t from exhaustion or stress. It was from something deeper. Something *safe*.  

She swallowed thickly, a small, grateful smile curving her lips. “You’d really be okay with that?”  

Rossi scoffed. “*Kid*, I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t.”  

Penelope exhaled, nodding. “Okay,” she murmured, then, with a little more certainty— “Okay. How about next Friday?”  

Rossi smiled. “Sounds perfect.”  

And for the first time all day, Penelope felt just a little bit lighter.  

Penelope walked through the front door, exhaling as she dropped her bag onto the side table. The house was quiet, save for the low hum of the television in the living room. Jamie sat on the couch, his posture relaxed, but the concern in his eyes was unmistakable. She knew before he even said a word.

"She’s still pretty upset," he said gently, watching Penelope as she ran a hand through her hair.

"Oh God. She’s still upset?" Penelope sighed, slumping onto the couch beside him. She rested her elbows on her knees and rubbed her hands over her face. "So she still thinks I don’t want her, doesn’t she?"

Jamie hesitated for a moment before nodding. "Looks like it."

Penelope groaned softly, leaning back into the cushions. "This is bad. This is really bad. I need to talk to her. I need to explain it again, make her understand that she means everything to me." She turned her head toward Jamie, her voice small and uncertain. "Jamie, am I a bad parent? I need to know—should I be doing something differently?"

Jamie studied her for a moment, then leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. "Want me to be brutally honest?"

Penelope let out a weak chuckle. "Yeah, I think right now I need brutal honesty."

"You’re not a bad parent. But you need to stop obsessing over being a perfect one, Penelope. There’s no such thing. Let her see that you’re human. And stop being scared to tell her no or discipline her just because of her past. She needs structure, not guilt from you."

Penelope’s face fell slightly, and she nodded, absorbing his words. "Yeah, yeah, you’re right. I am trying too hard to be perfect. I just… I just didn’t want to mess it up, you know? It’s not like I know what I’m doing. I’ll try to let her see I’m human, and things aren’t always going to be perfect."

Jamie offered her a reassuring smile. "Go on. Talk to her. She’s still sulking in her room."

Penelope forced a small smile in return and stood up, heading toward Amelia’s bedroom. She hesitated for a moment outside the door, then knocked lightly before stepping inside. Amelia was curled up on her bed, her arms crossed as she stared at the wall, her expression a mixture of sadness and defiance.

"Hey, kiddo…" Penelope said softly, stepping closer.

Amelia didn’t move. "What do you want? To pack my bags and get me gone?"

Penelope’s heart clenched at the words, at the raw pain in Amelia’s voice. "What? No. Of course not. Why would you even think that?" Then, realization dawned, and she felt a wave of guilt wash over her. "Oh no. Amelia, sweetheart, you… you don’t think that, do you? You’re staying here forever, if you want to. I want you to."

Amelia’s bottom lip quivered slightly as she kept her gaze downcast. "Then why did you say to Jamie that you weren’t sure if you could do this anymore?"

Penelope’s breath caught. She crouched down beside the bed, placing a gentle hand on Amelia’s arm. "Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry you heard that. I didn’t mean for you to. And I definitely didn’t mean it the way it sounded."

Amelia remained silent, so Penelope continued. "I wasn’t saying I regretted adopting you. I was saying… I was saying I didn’t know if I was good enough for you. I wasn’t sure if I was being the kind of mom you deserved. Do you understand?"

Amelia shook her head, her eyes still guarded.

Penelope sighed. "Okay. I’ll try to explain better. Jamie and I were just talking, and I was sharing how I felt. I’m a person too, just like you, and sometimes I get overwhelmed. But that doesn’t mean I don’t love you. And it definitely doesn’t mean I regret having you in my life."

Amelia shifted slightly but still didn’t speak.

"So, my mistake," Penelope continued, "was just getting overwhelmed. I have a lot on my plate, and sometimes, it’s hard to balance everything. But it has nothing to do with wanting you here or not. That was never in question."

Amelia finally looked up. "But I’m making life harder for you, aren’t I?"

Penelope’s chest tightened. "No. No, you’re not making life harder for me at all. You’re making it better. You make my life better just by being in it. I love having you here. Okay?"

Amelia hesitated. "But you said this morning you were overwhelmed looking after me."

Penelope nodded. "Yeah, I did. And yes, I am overwhelmed. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be. It just means I need help sometimes. It doesn’t mean I regret anything. It just means I’m human."

Amelia fidgeted with the edge of her blanket. "Okay… well, how can I help? How can I be easier?"

Penelope’s heart broke at the question. She scooted closer and wrapped an arm around Amelia’s shoulders. "Sweetheart, you don’t need to be easier. You don’t need to change anything. I’m sorry if I made you feel like a burden. You’re not. You are the best thing that’s happened to me."

Amelia nodded, but Penelope could see the doubt lingering in her eyes.

"Meels… do you really think I’d be better off without you? That I’d be less stressed and overwhelmed if you weren’t here?"

After a long moment, Amelia nodded hesitantly, her small shoulders shaking slightly.

Penelope took a deep breath. "Okay. Thank you for being honest with me. But let me tell you something—I would be worse off without you. I’d miss you. I’d be heartbroken. My life would be emptier. You’re not a burden, you’re a blessing."

Amelia was silent for a long moment before she finally whispered, "Okay… and I didn’t mean it. I don’t hate you. I love you."

Penelope’s breath caught. She smiled, pulling Amelia into a tight hug. "I love you too. I’ll always love you. There is nothing you could ever do that would make me stop loving you. You hear me? Nothing."

Amelia clung to her, her small frame shaking slightly.

After a moment, Amelia sniffled. "Pen… I still feel a bit sick."

Penelope brushed a hand over Amelia’s forehead. "Poor honey. Is the medicine not helping? Is it getting better?"

Amelia nodded. "It’s getting better, but… something would help."

"What do you need, sweetheart? Tell me."

Amelia hesitated before looking up at her. "Spending time with you."

Penelope’s heart melted. She pressed a gentle kiss to Amelia’s hair. "Then that’s exactly what we’re going to do."

Friday had arrived, and the energy in Penelope’s apartment was buzzing with excitement and nerves. Tonight was an important night—Amelia was meeting Rossi for the first time, and although Penelope had assured her that Rossi was family, the little girl still felt the weight of first impressions pressing heavily on her shoulders.

“Penelope?” Amelia’s small voice broke through the soft hum of the apartment.

Penelope turned from where she was getting ready, her heart warming at the sight of Amelia standing there, hands anxiously pressing down on the fabric of her dress. It was the first time she’d worn one since moving in with Penelope, and the significance wasn’t lost on her.

“Yeah, bug?” she responded, a gentle smile forming on her lips.

“Does this outfit look okay?” Amelia asked hesitantly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

Penelope's smile widened. “You look beautiful, Meels. Really beautiful.”

Amelia huffed in frustration, running her hands through her hair. “My hair won’t sit right. It’s way more frizzy than usual.”

Penelope walked over and placed her hands on Amelia’s hair, examining it for a moment before smoothing down the curls with practiced ease. “Are you kidding? Your hair looks perfect. You honestly look so beautiful right now, Amelia.”

“Yeah, well, you have to say that as my m—” Amelia stopped herself before finishing the word. Instead, she cleared her throat and continued, “Do the curls look okay? I feel like my natural curls go crazy sometimes.”

Penelope softened, recognizing the unspoken struggle in Amelia’s pause. “Want some help?” she offered.

Amelia nodded gratefully, and Penelope got to work, carefully styling the girl's curls, taming them just enough while still allowing them to hold their natural shape.

“I wish my hair was straight,” Amelia mumbled.

Penelope paused, then finally secured the last strand before stepping back and admiring her work. “Okay. There. Your hair looks absolutely beautiful, okay?”

Amelia nodded but didn’t seem entirely convinced. Instead, she changed the subject. “Can you tell me more about Agent Rossi? I wanna know what to expect.”

Penelope chuckled. “Of course. Well, Rossi is very much like a dad to me. He was my first trainer when I joined the FBI, and we didn’t get along very well at first. We’re both really stubborn, and we get on each other’s nerves sometimes. But he really cares about me, and he’s a wonderful person. I know you’ll love him. He can be a bit stern at times, though, so don’t let that intimidate you, alright?”

Amelia hesitated before asking, her voice barely above a whisper, “What if he doesn’t like me? Will you stop wanting to look after me?”

Penelope’s heart clenched at the vulnerability in her words. She kneeled down to Amelia’s level and took her hands gently. “Trust me, he will like you. Absolutely, he will. And no, no matter what he says or does, I will never stop loving you, Amelia. I will always want to protect you and take care of you. You’ll always be my daughter, no matter what. No one can change that.”

Amelia stared at her for a moment before finally nodding. Then, in a small but determined voice, she said, “Okay… I’m ready.”

---

The drive to Rossi’s was quiet, Amelia’s nerves clear in the way she fidgeted in her seat. By the time they arrived at the grand mansion, she was practically vibrating with anticipation. As they approached the door, Amelia instinctively grabbed onto Penelope’s hand, hiding slightly behind her.

“It’s okay, honey,” Penelope reassured her with a squeeze of her fingers. “I’ll be right beside you the whole time, okay?”

Before Amelia could respond, the door swung open to reveal Rossi, his familiar warm smile greeting them.

“My girls! Come on in!”

Penelope grinned. “Rossi! It’s so good to see you. Thank you for having us.”

Rossi’s gaze shifted to the small figure peeking out from behind Penelope. He crouched down to her level, his voice softer but just as welcoming. “Hey, kid. I’m David Rossi.”

Amelia hesitated before speaking, her voice small but polite. “Hi… hi, Mr. Rossi. I’m… I’m Amelia.”

Rossi’s smile deepened. “Just call me Dave… or better yet, I’ll be your nonno. You’re family now, Amelia.”

Amelia blinked in surprise, taking a moment to absorb his words. Slowly, a shy smile formed on her lips. “O-okay. Okay. Thank you, Dave… or nonno. Thank you! That… that means a lot.”

Penelope’s eyebrows lifted in pleasant surprise. “You know what nonno means, Meels?”

Amelia nodded. “It means… it means grandpa in Italian, right?”

Penelope stared at her in amazement. “Since when did you know Italian, bug?”

Amelia’s cheeks flushed as she looked down at her shoes. “A-a while now. I decided it would be nice to know what words like that mean now that I know we have Italian roots in our family. It’s nice to be able to understand things, you know?”

Penelope’s expression softened with awe. “You started learning Italian just because I told you we were going to meet Rossi and he was Italian?”

Amelia gave a tiny, embarrassed nod.

Penelope couldn’t help herself—she bent down and placed a gentle kiss on top of Amelia’s head. “You’re the best kid ever, you know that?”

Rossi chuckled, clearly impressed. “I have to say, Amelia, I’m really impressed. What other Italian have you learned in such a short time?”

Amelia hesitated but then listed off shyly, “I know all the colors. I can count to ten pretty well. I can say hello, goodbye, and how are you. I know please and thank you. I know… uh, I know some other words, but I haven’t fully memorized them yet.”

Rossi nodded approvingly. “And how have you been learning?”

“I, uh, I have a few apps on my phone,” Amelia admitted.

Rossi grinned. “A genius just like your mother.”

Amelia’s face turned red, and she quickly shook her head. “I mean, I’m not a… I’m not a genius. I mean, I’m definitely, definitely not a genius.” She hesitated, her voice dropping a little. “I’m not very good with reading.”

Penelope and Rossi exchanged a quick glance, but before Penelope could reassure Amelia, Rossi simply smiled and said, “Well, lucky for you, genius isn’t about how fast you can read. It’s about the fact that you wanted to learn, and you did something about it. And that? That’s pretty brilliant.”

Amelia’s lips twitched into a small, bashful smile, and as Rossi gestured them inside, she felt the weight of her nerves ease just a little. Maybe, just maybe, this was the start of something really special.

Time passed effortlessly over the dinner table, and Amelia had blossomed into an animated presence, her laughter ringing through Rossi’s dining room. She giggled at nearly everything he said, her wide eyes shining with delight. Rossi watched her with a twinkle in his eye, an unspoken promise forming—this child would be spoiled beyond measure. Penelope, sitting back in her chair, simply soaked it all in, watching her daughter and her father figure bond so effortlessly. This was everything she had hoped for.

“Nonno, you have to come to our house next time!” Amelia announced suddenly, her voice brimming with excitement. “We just moved! And my bedroom is so cool! Me and Penelope and Jamie painted it together, and then me and Penelope put our handprints on the kitchen wall in different colors because that shows we’re a family. And my room is yellow!”

Rossi grinned, resting his elbows on the table. “Oh, I definitely have to see that, Amelia. I need to see this masterpiece of a room you’ve designed, and those handprints sound like a work of art. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Amelia’s face lit up further as she turned to Penelope. “Penelope, can Rossi come and see our new house one day? We can play my new board game!”

Penelope reached over and smoothed a stray curl from Amelia’s forehead, smiling warmly. “Of course he can, honey. We’d love to have him over. And we’ll definitely play that board game.” She turned to Rossi, amusement in her eyes. “You’re being officially invited to a game night, David. How do you feel about that?”

Rossi chuckled. “Game night? Sounds perfect.” He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice as if sharing a great secret. “Amelia, why don’t you go check in the kitchen? I have a hunch there might be some chocolate in the fridge with your name on it.”

Amelia gasped in delight and practically launched herself out of her chair, running towards the kitchen without hesitation. As soon as she was out of sight, Penelope’s playful demeanor softened, replaced with something more apprehensive. She knew what was coming.

“So?” she asked hesitantly.

Rossi regarded her carefully, then gave her a small, approving nod. “You make a beautiful mom, Penelope. You and Amelia—you're a perfect pair. You look like you've been doing this for years. It suits you. And I hope you know that.” His voice gentled as he added, “I’m proud of you.”

Penelope exhaled, a weight lifting from her chest. “Thank you, David. That means more than you know.”

Rossi sat back with a smirk. “And I hope you realize I’m going to spoil my nipotina.”

Penelope laughed, shaking her head. “Oh, I know. And honestly? I think she deserves it. After everything she’s been through… she’s earned it.”

Rossi’s expression grew thoughtful. “One day, I want to hear her story. How she came into your life.”

Penelope nodded. “Of course. You’ll know. Just… not yet. She’s not ready. She’s still coming to terms with the past, and right now, I just want her to have a present that doesn’t hurt as much as her past did. I don’t want to push her until she’s ready to talk about it.”

Rossi studied her for a long moment, then nodded approvingly. “Motherhood suits you, kid.”

A small, surprised smile crossed her face. “I never would have thought that, but… yeah. It feels right. It’s like I finally have a purpose that’s bigger than just me.”

Before Rossi could respond, Amelia returned, holding a small piece of chocolate in her hands. She climbed back into her seat beside Penelope, automatically leaning against her mother’s side, her small body warm and content.

“Thank you for the chocolate, Nonno,” she murmured sleepily.

Penelope glanced down at her and smiled. “Looks like someone is tired already. Did you have too much fun, sweetpea?”

Amelia yawned but shook her head stubbornly. “I’m not tired. I’m fine. Let’s keep talking… Can you tell me a funny story? Like a family event or something?” She yawned again, her eyelids drooping despite her protests.

Penelope chuckled. “Alright, alright. How about the time I went on my first case?”

Amelia perked up slightly. “You don’t normally go on cases. You do the tech stuff from the office. It must have been important.”

Penelope nodded. “It was. Two of my friends needed me, so I couldn’t say no.”

As she and Rossi animatedly told the story, neither of them noticed the moment Amelia finally succumbed to sleep. It wasn’t until the story wrapped up that Penelope glanced down and saw her daughter curled against her, breathing softly.

Rossi smiled. “Want me to carry her to the car for you?”

Penelope sighed fondly. “Yeah, please. She’s out for the count.”

Gently, Rossi lifted Amelia into his arms and carried her outside. He placed her carefully in the car seat, securing the straps without disturbing her. The child barely stirred, completely exhausted from a night filled with warmth and laughter.

“Wow,” Rossi whispered as he shut the car door. “We really wore her out.”

Penelope leaned against the car, watching her sleeping daughter with quiet affection. “Yeah. And I don’t mind. She needed this. She needed a night where she could just… be happy. Where she could rest.”

Rossi pulled her into a warm hug, pressing a kiss to the top of her head like he had so many times before. “You drive safe, okay?”

Penelope nodded, hugging him back. “Always.”

As she climbed into the car, her heart felt full. Amelia had found her place. And so had she.

A month had passed in a blur of quiet moments and laughter, and now Amelia sat in the living room, half-watching a show on the television while she sketched in her notebook. The soft scratching of her pencil filled the space as she lost herself in her art, her brows furrowed in concentration. Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Penelope and Jamie leaned against the counter, their voices hushed but tinged with excitement.

"Can you believe she’s twelve next week?" Jamie whispered, shaking his head in disbelief.

Penelope let out a quiet laugh, glancing toward the living room. "I know. How has the time gone by so quickly? It feels like just yesterday when we brought her home."

Jamie sighed, his expression fond. "It's weird to imagine life before her. And to think she’s only been here for five months—it feels so much longer. Like she’s always been here."

Penelope nodded, a warmth spreading through her chest. "It really does. It's strange to think that this wonderful, sweet girl hasn't always been with us. I can't imagine life without her anymore. I don’t want to. And honestly? I’m so much happier with her here."

Jamie nudged her gently. "So... her birthday. What’s the plan?"

Penelope kept her gaze on Amelia, smiling as the girl stuck her tongue out in concentration, clearly invested in her drawing. "We're just going to have a little celebration at home. She can invite a few friends over, and then we’ll have cake. Nothing too fancy, but I want it to be special for her."

Jamie raised a brow. "Ohh, she’s finally letting you meet her friends? Chris and Max, right?"

Penelope grinned. "She has. She’s still a little shy about asking for things, but I think she’s getting more comfortable every day. She’s definitely coming out of her shell."

Jamie smirked. "And have you warned Rossi not to go overboard with gifts?"

Penelope sighed, exasperated but amused. "I’ve tried, but I don’t think he's going to listen. He’s too excited. He’s been wanting a grandkid for a while now, and Amelia is like his own granddaughter. Honestly, he’s probably going to spoil her even more than she’s already been spoiled."

Jamie chuckled. "I can see it now. The kid’s going to need a second house just for her presents."

Penelope laughed softly before her expression turned thoughtful. "What about you? What are you getting her?"

Jamie shrugged. "Still figuring it out, but I want it to be something personal. Something she’ll remember."

Penelope hummed in agreement, a pensive look crossing her face. "Yeah me too… It’s our first birthday together. It has to be special. Something she’ll love. Something she’ll keep forever."

Jamie smiled knowingly. "You’ll figure it out. You always do."

The morning of Amelia's twelfth birthday dawned quietly, with soft golden light spilling through the curtains of her bedroom. Unlike most mornings, it wasn’t Amelia who woke first—it was Penelope. She stood outside the bedroom door, barely able to contain her excitement, a bright smile playing on her lips.

She stepped inside, kneeling beside Amelia’s bed and gently brushing a strand of hair away from her daughter’s peaceful face. “Meels… hey there, bug. Wake up, honey. We have a birthday to celebrate.”

Amelia stirred, blinking groggily as she registered the familiar voice. “Penelope?”

Penelope grinned. “I came to wake you up. It’s your birthday! Come on, you gotta get ready. You’ve got friends coming over.”

Amelia giggled sleepily, rubbing her eyes. “You’re more excited than me.”

“I know, I know,” Penelope admitted with a laugh. “You’d think it’s my birthday, wouldn’t you?” She stood up, still grinning. “But before we do anything else, I want to show you something. Can you come with me?”

Amelia yawned and stretched, her curiosity piqued. “Okay… what is it?”

“Just trust me.” Penelope reached out her hand, and Amelia took it without hesitation. She led her out of the bedroom and into the living room, her voice playful. “Alright, I need you to close your eyes. No peeking.”

Amelia gave her a confused look but obeyed, her small fingers gripping Penelope’s hand. “What’s happening?” she asked, laughing.

Penelope chuckled. “Just wait. This is something you definitely want to see.”

Guiding her gently into position, Penelope made sure everything was still in place before stepping back. “Okay… now, open your eyes!”

Amelia’s eyes fluttered open, and her breath caught in her throat. The living room was decorated from floor to ceiling in balloons and banners, each one bursting with bright, joyful colors. But what truly caught her attention was the large, wrapped box in the corner, tied with a bright pink bow.

Her gaze darted to Penelope, a look of disbelief washing over her face. “What’s that?”

Penelope beamed. “That, bug, is your birthday present. It’s for you. Do you want to open it?”

Amelia’s hands trembled slightly as she turned back to the gift. “A present?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “For me?”

Penelope’s heart ached at the sheer wonder in her voice. Kneeling beside her, she gave her a soft, reassuring smile. “Yes, honey. Of course it’s for you. It’s your birthday.” She placed a gentle hand on Amelia’s shoulder. “Go ahead, open it.”

Amelia hesitated for a moment, as if afraid it might disappear, then reached forward. With painstaking care, she began to unwrap the present, each movement deliberate, as though she were handling something impossibly fragile. When the last piece of paper fell away, a soft gasp escaped her lips.

Inside was a simple but beautiful acoustic guitar.

Her fingers hovered above it, but she didn’t touch it, too overwhelmed to do anything but stare. Tears slipped down her cheeks as she turned back to Penelope, her voice trembling. “I’ve never… I’ve never had one before.”

Penelope swallowed the lump in her throat, wrapping Amelia in a warm, protective hug. “Oh, honey,” she murmured, rubbing soothing circles on her back. “I know. I know.”

Amelia clung to her, her sobs muffled against Penelope’s shoulder. “I’m not sad,” she managed between sniffles. “I’m happy. The happiest. Thank you.”

Penelope held her a little tighter, letting her cry until she was ready. When Amelia finally pulled back, wiping at her eyes, Penelope gave her an encouraging smile. “Do you want to hold it?”

Amelia hesitated. “Can I?”

“Of course, baby. It’s yours.”

With the utmost care, Amelia lifted the guitar, cradling it in her arms like the most precious treasure. Her fingers traced over the strings reverently, her eyes shining with something close to awe.

Penelope watched her with a soft smile. “And now for part two of your present.”

Amelia looked up, curious. “Part two?”

Penelope nodded. “You’re getting guitar lessons. Your first one is tomorrow, and then every Sunday after that.”

The joy on Amelia’s face was instant and overwhelming. “Guitar lessons?” she squeaked. “Oh my goodness, I love it! I—I am so, so happy!”

Penelope laughed as Amelia beamed up at her. “I’ll go to every lesson, I promise,” the girl declared, her fingers moving over the strings as if she already knew how to play. “I can’t wait to learn everything I can about it.”

Penelope reached out, tucking a stray curl behind Amelia’s ear as she whispered, “Happy birthday, baby girl.”

Amelia set the guitar carefully in her lap before throwing her arms around Penelope’s neck. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you! I love my guitar so much.”

And in that moment, as Penelope held her daughter close, she knew without a doubt that there was no gift in the world more precious than Amelia’s happiness.

The morning sunlight streamed through the kitchen window as the scent of warm pancakes filled the air. Penelope stood at the stove, humming softly as she flipped the golden-brown pancakes onto a plate. Across from her, Amelia sat at the table, happily munching away, savoring every bite of her birthday breakfast. Today was her twelfth birthday, and Penelope had made sure it started off in the most special way possible.

Just as Amelia took another bite, the doorbell rang. Penelope wiped her hands on a dish towel and headed toward the front door, already smiling. As she opened it, Jamie stood there, grinning from ear to ear.

“Hi, Jamie. It's so good to see you,” she greeted warmly, pulling him into a hug.

“Where is she? Where’s the birthday girl?” Jamie asked excitedly, his eyes scanning the room.

Penelope laughed, motioning toward the living room. “She’s just over there on the couch, watching TV.”

Jamie stepped inside and called out, “There she is!”

Amelia’s head snapped up at the sound of his voice. With an excited squeal, she jumped off the couch and ran straight into Jamie’s arms. He lifted her with ease, spinning her around as she giggled uncontrollably.

Penelope rolled her eyes playfully, watching the two with amusement. “Here we go again,” she chuckled, folding her arms as she observed their joyful reunion.

Jamie set Amelia back down, still holding onto her shoulders as he mockingly looked her over. “So, you’re twelve now, huh? Oof, getting old, kid.”

Amelia grinned. “I know, I know. I’m getting old. Soon I’ll be sixteen, then I’ll be able to drive. Then I’ll be eighteen before I know it, and maybe I’ll have a husband of my own one day. But for now, I’ll just enjoy being twelve. It’s a good age.”

Jamie feigned a horrified expression. “Yeah, slow down with that thinking, Meels, before you give your mom a heart attack.”

Amelia giggled. “Yeah, I guess it’s a bit much for right now. I should just enjoy being twelve… and being with all of my friends.” She leaned her head on Jamie’s shoulder, her voice softer now. “You know what, Jamie? I bet I’ll enjoy just having a normal birthday with all of my friends when I’m sixteen, too.”

Jamie smirked. “Well, if you only want to enjoy your birthday with friends, I guess that means you don’t want your present from me.”

Amelia gasped, her eyes widening. “You… you got me a present?” She was too overwhelmed to notice the sad smile that Jamie and Penelope exchanged.

Jamie ruffled her hair. “Come on, Meels. You’re going to have to follow me outside. It’s technically your first birthday, and it’s my duty as godfather to spoil you. Your present’s outside.”

Amelia hesitated, shaking her head. “Jamie, no, no, no. You do not have to spoil me! I… it’s enough that you’re here.”

Jamie grinned. “Let’s go see your present, okay?”

Still overwhelmed, Amelia nodded hesitantly and followed Jamie outside. There, leaning against the porch railing, was a sleek baseball bat resting against a skateboard, both wrapped with big, bright bows.

Amelia’s breath hitched as her eyes widened with excitement. She took a few cautious steps forward before pausing, shaking her head in disbelief. A slow, disbelieving smile stretched across her face. “Is this… is this for me?” she whispered, glancing at Jamie and then back at the gifts. “These are mine?”

Jamie nodded, his face lighting up at her reaction. Without warning, Amelia burst into tears. She tried to speak, but her voice caught in her throat, and she had to take a moment to compose herself before managing to whisper, “Oh, Jamie. Thank you. Thank you.”

Before he could respond, Amelia threw herself into his arms, holding him tightly as she pressed her face into his chest. “I don’t think I’ve ever been happy on my birthday until now.”

Jamie hugged her just as tightly, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her head. “You’re welcome, Meels. I love you, too, kid.”

Penelope stood off to the side, her heart swelling at the sight. This was more than just a birthday—it was a moment of love, of family, of belonging. And for Amelia, it was the beginning of something beautiful.

Amelia's heart raced with excitement as she heard the sharp chime of the doorbell. She barely glanced over her shoulder at Penelope and Jamie, who were watching from the kitchen, before dashing toward the door. With an eager smile, she swung it open to reveal her two best friends, Chris and Max, standing on the front porch. Their matching grins widened the moment they saw her.

"Guys! You're here!" Amelia practically bounced in place, her excitement overflowing as she stepped aside to let them in.

Max’s eyes immediately landed on the skateboard leaning against the wall near the door, still adorned with a big red bow from Jamie’s earlier surprise. His face lit up with excitement as he pointed at it.

"Dude, you got a skateboard?"

Amelia nodded enthusiastically, unable to contain her happiness. "Yeah, I did! And it's the coolest thing ever."

Chris stepped forward, nudging Max with his elbow before shooting Amelia a knowing look. "We brought ours with us, Meels. We could teach you now if you want?"

Amelia’s eyes widened, her excitement practically vibrating off her as she turned back to Penelope and Jamie, as if asking for silent permission. Jamie simply chuckled, leaning back against the counter with his arms crossed.

"Go on, kid," he said with an amused grin. "Let’s see if you can actually stay on that thing."

"Oh, I will!" Amelia declared, her confidence unwavering despite the fact that she had never actually stepped onto a skateboard before. She turned back to her friends, nodding eagerly. "Let’s go!"

As the trio rushed outside, Penelope and Jamie lingered by the door, watching the scene unfold with warm smiles. Amelia was already kneeling on the pavement, running her hands over the board as Chris and Max adjusted their own. The boys immediately started explaining how to balance, how to push off, and how to turn. Amelia listened intently, her brow furrowed in concentration, determination radiating from her small frame.

Penelope exhaled a soft sigh, her heart swelling as she observed the moment. She turned to Jamie, her voice filled with quiet emotion. "Just look at her, Jamie. She’s so happy with her friends. She’s happy… and she’s loved."

Jamie followed her gaze, watching as Amelia finally stood on the skateboard, wobbled slightly, and let out a loud laugh when she almost toppled over. Chris and Max immediately steadied her, their own laughter echoing through the yard. He smirked, nudging Penelope playfully.

"Who’d have thought Penelope Garcia’s kid would be a tomboy, huh?" he teased.

Penelope chuckled, shaking her head as she continued to watch Amelia’s joy unfold. "Yeah, well… she’s full of surprises."

Amelia’s laughter rang out again as she finally managed to roll forward, her arms stretched out for balance. Chris whooped in encouragement, Max running beside her in case she needed help. It was a simple moment, but to Penelope, it meant everything. Her daughter wasn’t just adjusting—she was thriving. And that was more than she ever could have hoped for.

The day had already been full of joy, laughter, and heartfelt moments, but as evening settled in, a quiet calm filled the living room. Amelia sat on the couch, nestled beside Penelope, the remnants of cake on their plates as they savored the sweetness of the day.

Amelia glanced toward the door before turning to Penelope, a soft curiosity in her voice. "Is Nonno coming over?"

Penelope smiled, reaching over to tuck a loose strand of hair behind Amelia’s ear. "Yeah, yeah. He should be here in about ten minutes or so. Then, we can continue celebrating."

Amelia hesitated for a moment, her fingers tracing patterns on her plate. Then, she looked up with sincerity shining in her eyes. "Penelope?"

"Yeah, bug?"

"Thank you."

Penelope furrowed her brows slightly, a tender smile playing on her lips. "Bug, you don’t have to thank me—"

"No, I do." Amelia's voice was steady, but Penelope could hear the emotion behind it. "Not just for today. For taking me in... for saving my life."

The words caught Penelope off guard, stealing the breath from her lungs. Her throat tightened, emotion thick in her chest. She blinked away the sudden wetness in her eyes before reaching for Amelia’s hand, squeezing it gently. "Well, I—I love you. And taking you in is the best decision I've ever made. I feel so lucky to have you in my life. Just look at you. You're my favorite person in the world, Amelia."

Amelia’s face softened, a radiant smile spreading across her lips. "You're my favorite person too… Mom… forever."

A quiet gasp escaped Penelope before a wide smile broke across her face. She shifted closer, wrapping Amelia in a warm embrace. She whispered against her hair, "Forever. Forever, and ever, and ever." She sang the last part playfully, making Amelia giggle as she held on tightly. The moment felt like a perfect snapshot in time—one Penelope wished she could keep frozen forever.

The sound of the doorbell rang through the house, breaking the tender moment.

Amelia leaped from the couch, her eyes bright. "Nonno!"

She ran to the door and pulled it open to reveal Rossi standing there, his familiar warm smile spreading as he opened his arms. "Ameliaaa!"

She launched into his embrace, and he chuckled, pulling her close. "You're getting too big and too beautiful to be my little Amelia. Look at you! You're growing up so fast."

Amelia giggled, resting her head against his chest. "You saw me yesterday! I haven’t grown overnight."

"It feels like it though. You're twelve now! When did that happen?"

Amelia grinned mischievously. "Just wait until next year, ‘cause then I’ll be officially a teenager!"

Penelope groaned dramatically, placing a hand over her heart. "Amelia, as your mother, I’m saying you’re not allowed to grow any older. Okay?"

Rossi nodded in agreement, putting a serious expression on his face. "I second that. Amelia, you're officially not allowed to grow up anymore. We've established a rule."

Amelia laughed, shaking her head. "Okay, Nonno."

Rossi patted her back, then reached into his pocket, pulling out a small velvet box. "Now, enough about all that. I didn’t just come here to talk about your age—I came here to give you something. This is my present for you."

Amelia’s eyes widened as she saw the small box. She looked up at him, then over at Penelope, her voice hesitant. "You didn’t have to get me anything… This is too much."

Rossi waved a hand dismissively, pressing the box into her hands. "Nonsense. It’s nothing. But if it makes you happy, then it’s perfect for me. Go on, open it."

Amelia hesitated, as if bracing herself. Then, with delicate fingers, she lifted the lid. The moment her eyes landed on the contents, she let out a small, choked gasp. Tears welled up instantly, spilling over as she clutched the box to her chest.

Penelope, who had been watching closely, leaned in. "Amelia, bug, what is it? What's in the box?"

Amelia sniffled, her voice barely above a whisper. "It’s a bracelet. A charm bracelet. I always saw girls walk past with these when I lived on the streets. I always wanted one."

Silence settled in the room as the weight of Amelia’s words sank in. Penelope’s heart clenched, her breath hitching as she reached for Amelia’s shoulder. She knew Amelia’s past, the struggles, the pain—but hearing it so plainly still broke her.

What neither she nor Amelia noticed was the way Rossi’s expression changed. His face dropped, his normally warm posture growing stiff as realization settled in. He had known Amelia had a difficult past, but something about this moment—about hearing that she had once longed for something so simple, something other children had taken for granted—hit him differently.

Still, he forced himself to push past the ache in his chest. Instead, he cleared his throat and placed a gentle hand on Amelia’s head. "Then it’s yours. And we’ll fill it up together—with memories, with stories, with pieces of your journey."

Amelia looked up at him, her eyes filled with an emotion so raw, so pure, that it nearly shattered them all. Then, without a word, she threw her arms around him, sobbing against his chest.

Rossi wrapped his arms around her tightly, kissing the top of her head. "Happy birthday, kiddo."

Penelope wiped at her own tears, watching the two of them with nothing but love swelling in her chest. She had never expected life to bring her here—to bring her Amelia. But now, she couldn’t imagine life any other way.

Forever.

Forever, and ever, and ever.

The house was quiet now, the echoes of laughter and celebration fading into the walls. Penelope let out a soft sigh as she descended the stairs, her body heavy with exhaustion but her heart full. It had been a perfect day. A perfect birthday.

She stepped into the living room, where Rossi sat on the couch nursing a glass of scotch. His brow was furrowed, lost in thought, his fingers tapping absentmindedly against the crystal glass.

“She’s asleep,” Penelope said softly, as if speaking too loudly would wake Amelia from the peaceful slumber she’d fallen into moments before.

Rossi nodded, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “Good… good.”

Something in his tone made her pause. “Alright, what is it? You’re looking a little… worried.”

Rossi hesitated for a moment before setting his glass down on the coffee table. “When I gave her the bracelet… she said something. Something about always wanting one when she lived on the streets.” His voice was thick with concern, his eyes searching hers. “She lived on the streets?”

Penelope swallowed hard, feeling the weight of his question settle in her chest. “She did,” she admitted softly.

“Oh, God.” Rossi exhaled, running a hand through his graying hair. “She’s so young, Penelope. Please tell me that’s the worst part of her past.”

Penelope’s lips pressed together as she tried to steady herself. “Unfortunately, it’s not.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “She had a rough start, Rossi.” She met his gaze, her eyes pleading for understanding. “That’s all I can say. I’m sorry.”

Rossi nodded, absorbing the unspoken pain in her words.

“That’s why I had to take her in,” Penelope continued, her voice more certain now. “That’s why I adopted her. Because this girl… she’s been through enough. She deserves a happy life. A future filled with love and security. She deserves everything good this world has to offer.”

Rossi watched her for a long moment before shifting forward in his seat. “I actually have another birthday gift for Amelia,” he said, his voice steady, though his expression was filled with something more profound. “But it’s one I need to give to you, as her mom.”

Penelope blinked in surprise. “What?”

“I’ve opened a savings account for her. A college fund.”

Penelope’s hand flew to her chest. “Rossi…”

“I know the BAU doesn’t pay amazing, and you’re raising her alone. That can’t be easy. And with Hotch letting slip how much her school costs, on top of a new house…” He gave her a knowing look. “Money must be tight.”

Tears pricked at her eyes as she looked at him, this man who had become more than just a mentor or a friend—he was family. “Rossi, you didn’t have to do that.” Her voice wavered. “But I… I am so grateful that you did. She’s going to appreciate that. More than you know.”

She reached for his hand, squeezing it tightly. “Thank you. It means the world to me.”

Rossi cleared his throat and offered a small smile before reaching into his jacket pocket. “I have another gift for you too.”

Penelope’s eyes widened as he placed a folded check in her hand. When she unfolded it, her breath hitched at the number staring back at her.

“Rossi, this… this is too much.” Her hands trembled as she held the check, her brain struggling to process the sheer number of zeroes.

“Nonsense,” Rossi said, leaning back. “Make an old man happy and accept it.”

Penelope shook her head. “Rossi, this is incredibly generous, but I can’t accept it. It’s way too much money for you to just—”

He cut her off with a chuckle. “Kid, that’s just the royalties from one of my books. I’ve got three more books, a BAU paycheck, and a pension that would make most men jealous. I have a mansion, three ex-wives, and yet somehow, I’ve never had any kids.”

He looked at her then, his expression turning soft. “Until I rejoined the BAU and you all annoyed me into being part of your family.” He exhaled deeply. “You’re like a daughter to me, Penelope. I would’ve given you this money before Amelia came along. But now? I want you to have it so you don’t have to stress yourself. I’ve done the same for Hotch. I’ve set up college funds for both Henry and Jack. Let me do this for you.”

Tears spilled over as Penelope clutched the check to her chest. “Thank you, Rossi,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. She looked back down at the check, then back up at him with a watery smile. “We’ll make sure it’s put to good use.”

Rossi raised his glass, a knowing twinkle in his eye. “I have no doubt you will, kiddo.”

Penelope had barely stepped through the front door when she was immediately ambushed.

"Penelope! Look! Look!" Amelia's voice rang out, bubbling with excitement. She practically bounced on her feet as she pointed to the navy blue letterman’s jacket wrapped snugly around her frame.

Penelope froze, taking in the sight before her. The jacket, the unmistakable emblem of the school’s baseball team stitched onto the chest, the proud, eager light in Amelia’s eyes—it all clicked at once.

“The letterman’s jacket?” Penelope’s voice rose with excitement, a grin already forming. “Are you trying to tell me what I think you’re trying to tell me?”

“I made the team!” Amelia squealed, jumping up and down in an uncontainable burst of joy.

Penelope let out a delighted shriek, immediately closing the space between them and wrapping Amelia in a tight hug. “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness! Amelia, my baby, you made the team?! You made the team!” She pulled back, cupping Amelia’s face in her hands as she beamed at her. “I am so proud of you, Meels! Look at you and your letterman’s jacket. You look so—”

“Cool.” Amelia corrected, smirking. “I look cool.”

Penelope chuckled. “Oh, absolutely. The coolest of the cool.”

“Jamie says this officially makes me a jock now.”

At that, Penelope burst into laughter. “Oh, does it now?” She turned toward the kitchen, where Jamie leaned against the counter, watching the scene with an amused smirk.

“Gotta call it like I see it,” Jamie said, arms crossed. “She’s got the jacket now. That’s practically a contract.”

Amelia giggled, clearly reveling in the attention.

“I need a picture,” Penelope declared, already reaching for her phone.

Amelia groaned, but the way her lips twitched betrayed her amusement. “Fine, whatever,” she mumbled, striking a deliberately exaggerated pose with her hands on her hips, chin tilted up dramatically.

Penelope snapped a few photos, her heart swelling at the pure joy radiating from Amelia’s expression. “These are perfect. You look amazing, my little sporty girl.”

“Penelope,” Amelia groaned again, rolling her eyes. “Sporty girl? Seriously?”

“Right, right. Sorry. I meant—super cool jock who is definitely way too cool for her mom to embarrass her.”

Amelia huffed a laugh before her phone chimed in her pocket. She pulled it out, reading the name on the screen. “It’s Max!” She sent a quick grin toward Penelope before darting down the hall to take the call.

Penelope laughed softly as she watched her go before making her way toward the kitchen, where Jamie was stirring something on the stove. She leaned against the counter, tilting her head at him.

“A special treat because Amelia made the team?” she asked knowingly.

Jamie smirked. “Yeah, that, and…it’s been a while since I stayed for dinner.” He gave her a pointed look. “Plus, Harry’s working late, so…”

Penelope’s expression softened at the mention of Jamie’s boyfriend. “Well, I’m not complaining. It’s always nice having you around.”

Jamie gave a dramatic sigh, shaking his head. “An evening with my two favorite ladies? Sounds like heaven.”

Penelope rolled her eyes but smiled. “Alright, so what are you making, oh culinary master?”

Jamie’s smirk widened as he turned back to the stove. “You’ll just have to wait and see, oh dear friend of mine.”

Penelope sighed dramatically but let it go, feeling the warmth of the moment settle around her. It was nights like these, simple and filled with laughter, that made her feel like the luckiest person in the world.

Penelope Garcia sat alone in her office, her body slumped against the back of her chair, her head tilting slightly against the cool wall behind her. The world around her felt like it was tilting, spinning just off-kilter, as if reality itself had shifted into something she no longer recognized. Her chest rose and fell in uneven breaths, and silent tears traced down her cheeks, dampening the collar of her blouse. 

Emily was alive. 

For months, she had mourned her. She had grieved a friend she thought she would never see again, a woman she had cried for in the stillness of countless nights. The hole Emily’s supposed death had left in her heart had been raw, gaping, an unbearable void that she had tried to fill with memories, with stories, with whatever small comforts she could find. And now, in one devastating revelation, everything had changed. 

She pulled her phone from her pocket, hands trembling as she found the name she needed—the one person she could call, the only voice that could anchor her in this chaos. She pressed the call button and held the phone to her ear, squeezing her eyes shut as she tried to keep herself together. 

“Hello?” Jamie’s voice was warm, familiar, grounding. 

Penelope let out a shaky breath. “Jamie…” 

There was a pause. Then, softly, “Pen, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 

Penelope opened her mouth, but the words caught in her throat. She swallowed past the lump there, forcing herself to say it. “E-Emily… Emily is alive.” The moment the words left her lips, her body tensed as though she were waiting for the world to shatter all over again. “She’s alive, Jamie. She never died. They lied. Hotch and JJ—they faked her death to keep her safe. I grieved her for months, Jamie. And all this time, she was alive.”

Jamie’s sharp inhale crackled over the phone line. “Wait—what? What do you mean? How is she alive?”

“She never died,” Penelope repeated, her voice barely more than a whisper. “She’s been in hiding this entire time.”

Jamie was quiet for a moment. Then, with the gentleness only he could offer, he said, “It’s okay not to know how to feel about this, Pen. It’s a lot to process.”

Penelope let out a wet laugh, somewhere between exhaustion and disbelief. “I know. I know I should want to see her, but Jamie, I don’t know if I’m ready. I’ve already grieved her. I went through all the motions of grief, all the pain, all the loss. How am I supposed to just… stop feeling like that?”

“You don’t have to stop grieving,” Jamie murmured. “This is a unique situation, Pen. No one expects you to flip a switch and be okay. Just take it one moment at a time.”

Penelope closed her eyes, the sound of his voice settling something inside her, if only for a moment. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Her voice wavered, her heart cracking open a little more. “Through everything—you’ve been my rock, Jamie. All the nights you sat with me, all the times you held me together when I was falling apart… I just—”

“I know, Pen,” Jamie said softly. “I love you too. You’re my best friend.”

“I just… I want to feel joy at the thought of Emily coming back, but all I feel is fear.”

“Then let’s not think about that right now,” Jamie said. “How about I stay the night? We’ll make a big breakfast with Meels in the morning before school. Something normal. Something comforting.”

Penelope exhaled shakily, nodding to herself. “I would like that. A lot.”

“Good. Then it’s settled.”

A knock sounded at her office door, and Penelope’s eyes flicked up to see JJ standing just outside. Her stomach twisted. 

“Jamie,” she said softly, gripping the phone just a little tighter. “JJ’s here.”

Jamie seemed to understand the weight behind those words. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll see you soon, okay? You’re not alone in this, Pen.”

She closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath before whispering, “Thank you, Jamie. For everything.”

She ended the call and wiped at her damp cheeks, inhaling deeply to steady herself. Then, with as much composure as she could muster, she turned to the door and waved JJ inside. 

“What’s up, JJ?”

And with that, the world kept turning, even as Penelope tried to find her footing in it again.

Penelope took a deep breath, steadying herself as she wiped away the last traces of tears before turning toward JJ. The blonde stood in the doorway, arms crossed, her expression cautious yet filled with understanding.

"Calling Jamie?" JJ asked, her tone light but laced with the same assumption she’d been making for months—that Penelope and Jamie were more than just friends. At some point, Penelope had stopped correcting her.

"Yeah, that was Jamie," Penelope admitted, her voice softer now, less shaky. "I just... I needed someone to talk to, JJ. Someone outside of this... this whole mess. I needed to process, and Jamie's always been there for me. I just didn’t want to be alone."

JJ offered a small, understanding nod. "I’m glad you have him. Are you okay?"

Penelope let out a short, humorless laugh. "No. No, I'm not. In fact, I’m probably the furthest thing from okay right now. But I’ll be fine. Eventually." She sighed, crossing the room to stand by the window. Outside, the city stretched out before her, a chaotic maze of lights and movement that felt strangely reflective of the storm inside her. "I'm just... overwhelmed."

JJ hesitated before stepping forward. "Hotch asked me to come and get you. We’re all briefing in the roundtable room."

Penelope turned back to her with a resigned nod. "Okay. I’ll be there in a second. I just need to get myself together." She exhaled slowly. "This is going to be a mess, isn’t it?"

JJ sighed. "Everyone’s upset… at me, at Hotch, at Emily. Yeah, it’s going to be a mess."

"Great," Penelope muttered, running a hand through her hair. "Just great. Well, let’s hope this mess has a purpose. Let’s hope we can turn it into something meaningful." She glanced at JJ as they began walking together. "Wish me luck."

JJ offered her a small smile. "Only if you wish me luck."

Penelope chuckled despite herself. "You always have my luck. We’ll get through this."

JJ hesitated again before speaking. "It’s okay if you hate me. For keeping Emily’s—well, her aliveness—from you. But I couldn’t tell you, Penelope. It was for her safety, and… you’re like a sister to me. I don’t think I could handle losing your friendship."

Penelope felt a pang of understanding, one that made her chest tighten. JJ’s secrecy reminded her so much of her own when she had hidden Amelia from everyone. The fear, the weight of it. How could she blame JJ when she had done the same thing for someone she loved?

"No, I understand," she said after a moment, her voice quiet but firm. "I understand, JJ. You did it to protect her. And honestly? It’s what I would have done."

JJ’s lips twitched into a smirk, clearly relieved by the response. "So… Jamie. Did I hear correctly that he’s staying the night?"

Penelope rolled her eyes, laughing. "JJ, you are so bad. Yes, he's staying the night. He knows it's been a rough day and he wants to make it even a little better. He’s the greatest friend in the world. He always knows exactly what I need."

JJ nudged her playfully. "And when do I get to officially meet this mystery man?"

Penelope groaned. "You’ve already met him, Jayge."

"In passing! If Jamie’s this important to you, I think I deserve a proper meeting."

"Fine! Okay! Soon! Just… just give me a little time, please." Penelope's voice softened. "I would love to introduce you. You two would get along like a house on fire. You’ll love him. I know you will. But just… let me have tonight, okay? For me? Please?"

JJ relented with a nod, and as they stepped into the roundtable room, the air shifted. The tension in the space was thick, tangible. Penelope felt it like a weight pressing against her chest.

And then there was Emily.

She stood near the far end of the room, pretending she hadn’t been listening, but Penelope saw it—the flicker of heartbreak in her expression. The way her fingers tightened around the edge of the table.

She thought I moved on.

Penelope opened her mouth, but before she could say a word, Hotch began the meeting, and Emily turned away, swallowing whatever pain had just surfaced.

Penelope forced herself to focus, but a part of her knew—this wasn’t over.

Penelope leaned against her desk, laughing at something Morgan had said. The bullpen was unusually lighthearted that afternoon, a welcome change after weeks of tension. When Rossi approached, she barely noticed at first, too caught up in the easy camaraderie. But when he leaned in ever so slightly, lowering his voice just enough for only her to hear, she turned her attention to him.

"Wanna come round on Friday for pasta night?" he asked, his tone casual but warm. Then, after a beat, he added, "Both of you."

Before Penelope could answer, JJ cut in with a teasing lilt in her voice. "Oh, what? Rossi met Jamie before me? No fair!"

"Pump. The. Breaks." Morgan's eyebrows shot up in exaggerated surprise. "Jamie?"

JJ smirked. "Penelope’s new beau."

Morgan's gaze snapped back to Penelope. "Babygirl? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone."

JJ grinned, clearly enjoying this revelation. "And he’s already met the father figure. Must be serious. Should I start buying a wedding hat?"

Rossi, ever the composed one, simply chuckled. "Hey, hey… I vet everyone important to all of you guys. Jamie is lovely."

Penelope, grateful for his subtle cover, smiled. "Yeah, okay. I'd love to! Can I bring anything? I, I make a killer tiramisu, just so you know."

Derek, however, wasn't letting go that easily. "So we’re not going to talk about the mysterious boyfriend?"

"I want to talk about Jamie," JJ added, excitement lacing her voice.

Before Penelope could respond, Emily abruptly stood, her chair scraping against the floor. Her face was unreadable, but something flickered in her eyes—hurt? Anguish? She muttered, "I need to get something," before walking away, her strides purposeful but tense.

Penelope watched her go, her stomach sinking. She knew. Emily knew. And it hurt her.

The guilt settled like a weight on her chest, but before she could even begin to process it, the conversation in the bullpen continued.

"Yes, I, I get that Jamie is the new big talk of the office," she said, her voice firmer than usual. "But I am not going to be talking about him during work hours, okay? Can we, can we talk about him when we're not at work? Can we, can we keep him out of the office for just one minute, please?"

A stunned silence fell over the group. Penelope never snapped—not at them.

She exhaled sharply, rubbing a hand over her face. "Look, I'm, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have snapped, I'm sorry." She sighed, shaking her head. "I, I just… I don't want to talk about Jamie. Not right now, okay? I, I can't handle it at the moment, and, and I don’t think talking about it will help. Does that make sense to everyone?"

Morgan studied her for a long moment before nodding slowly. "See, the Penelope from seven months ago? This wouldn't have made sense. But now? It does."

His words felt heavier than she expected. He turned and walked away before she could respond.

Her eyes welled with tears. "Derek. Oh god, oh no, no, no, no. Come back, come back. Derek, come back. I, I'm sorry." Her voice cracked. "God, why is this… why is this so hard? Why does everything have to be so complicated?"

Rossi placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch grounding. "Come on, kid. Let’s head to my office."

She swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. She didn’t know what she needed, but maybe, just maybe, Rossi had the answer.

Rossi closed the door behind them with a quiet click, pulling the blinds down without a word. The small, dimly lit office suddenly felt like a sanctuary, a private space where Penelope could let her walls come crumbling down.

She took a deep breath, her hands shaking slightly as she wiped the lingering tears from her face. Her chest ached, her emotions churning inside her like a raging storm she couldn’t quiet.

“Thank you, Rossi,” she whispered. “Thank you so much for this.”

He didn’t respond, simply pulling out a chair for her. She collapsed into it with a sigh, wringing her hands together as she shook her head.

“I’m so sorry, Rossi. I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately. I just—” She sucked in another shaky breath. “I don’t know how to handle everything anymore. There’s too much happening at once, and I just... I can’t.”

Rossi leaned against his desk, arms crossed, watching her carefully. His voice was calm, steady, the way it always was when he was preparing to break through someone’s defenses.

“Want to start by explaining why Emily walked out looking like a scorned lover?” he asked, his tone gentle yet probing.

Penelope froze. Shame burned hot in her chest. “Rossi, I…”

He tilted his head, eyebrows raised. “Come on, kid. It’s me.”

Her lips parted, hesitation warring with the need to finally release the secret she’d been carrying for so long. Finally, with a deep breath, she let go.

“It’s… no one else knows,” she began carefully. “And—fine, I’ll just say it. When Emily and I were in Texas, we… we hooked up. Regularly.”

Rossi’s eyes widened. His mouth parted slightly in shock. “You… you and Emily?” he repeated, as if he needed to confirm he’d heard her correctly.

She let out a short, humorless laugh, avoiding his gaze. “Yeah. Me and Emily. Three months before she ‘died.’”

Rossi let out a slow breath, rubbing a hand over his face. “That means… you weren’t just grieving a close friend.” His voice was softer now, full of understanding. “You were hiding the fact that you’d lost something even more.”

She nodded, her throat tight. “Yes. That’s exactly it. I buried it, Rossi. Buried it so deep I didn’t even let myself think about it. And now she’s back. And I don’t know how to feel.”

Rossi sighed, studying her with the same keen eyes that had cracked open so many cases before. “And while you were grieving whatever Emily was to you… you met Amelia. You became a mother. A single mother to a tween you have to keep secret in order to protect her.”

Penelope swallowed hard, nodding. “Yes. All of that is true.” She blinked back fresh tears, her voice dropping to a whisper. “And now the woman I loved—maybe still love—is back. And I just… I don’t know what to do.”

For a moment, Rossi said nothing. Then, with a soft exhale, he stepped forward and pulled her into a warm, fatherly embrace.

“Oh, kitten,” he murmured, holding her tight.

The dam broke. Silent tears slid down Penelope’s cheeks as she leaned into the embrace, letting herself be held. She clutched at his jacket, trying to steady her breaths.

“I’m sorry I keep crying around you, Rossi,” she whispered against his shoulder. “I’m just… I’m a mess right now.”

He rubbed a soothing hand over her back. “You don’t have to apologize, kid. You’ve been carrying too much. It’s okay to let some of it out.”

She nodded against him, clutching tighter. In that moment, for the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel so alone.

Penelope sat on the couch in Rossi’s office, her fingers anxiously twisting the fabric of her skirt. The walls felt like they were closing in on her, the weight of her secrets pressing down on her chest until she could barely breathe. She had spent so long carrying this alone, burying her emotions deep enough that no one could see the cracks. But now, with Rossi sitting across from her, his expression laced with quiet concern, she felt those walls starting to crumble.

“I, I just want to know why it’s all so hard,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “So hard to be happy. I mean, I—I’m happy that she’s back, and I—I miss her so much. But I don’t know, I—I don’t know how to handle this.”

Rossi sighed, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Well,” he hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “You could tell the team about Amelia. That’s one less secret weighing you down.”

Penelope’s head snapped up, her breath hitching. “No, no, we can’t do that,” she said, shaking her head so forcefully that her curls bounced with the movement. “I mean, I—I wish I could, but—but like you said, I would be compromising her safety. And I—I can’t do that, Rossi. I just can’t tell anyone.”

Rossi rubbed at his jaw, frustration evident in his gaze. “Penelope… the team would look after her.”

“I know,” she said quickly, her hands trembling as she clenched them into fists. “I know they would. But... but it's more than that, Rossi. It’s not just about whether or not they’d protect her. It’s…” She inhaled shakily. “I—I’m scared. I’m scared of who could find out. Of what they would do once they knew. I don’t—I don’t want anything to happen to her. I... I can’t bear that thought right now.”

Rossi fell silent, studying her. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter, heavier. “How serious is it?”

Penelope squeezed her eyes shut before answering. “It’s bad enough that I—I can’t tell anyone.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “But it’s more than that. She’s in danger, Rossi. She’s in very serious danger.”

Rossi exhaled sharply, rubbing a hand over his face. “So you’ll sacrifice your own happiness,” he said finally. “Your connection to your chosen family—to all of us—to keep her safe?”

Penelope nodded without hesitation. “Yes. Absolutely, yes. I would sacrifice anything for my daughter, Rossi. I—I put her needs above mine every single day. I love my job, and I love the BAU, but Amelia… she’s my entire world. I will protect her at all costs.”

Rossi stared at her for a long moment, the weight of her words settling between them. “And the danger is that serious?” he pressed. “Serious enough that you have to keep her a secret?”

“Yes,” Penelope whispered, her voice breaking. “I can’t get into the specifics, Rossi. I just… just know that I have to keep Amelia safe. Just like I keep everything else a secret.”

A silence stretched between them, thick and suffocating. When Rossi finally spoke, his voice was quiet, almost hesitant. “Penelope… you know you can’t keep her a secret forever.”

She bit her lip, nodding slowly. “I know. I know. I—I know that I can’t hide her forever. And, and I hope that someday I won’t have to. But Rossi, I—I just need more time. Just a little bit more time to know that I’m doing the right thing. I—I know that sounds selfish, but…”

“Kid,” Rossi interrupted gently, shaking his head. “It’s the opposite of selfish.”

Penelope let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know, Rossi. I just—I just can’t shake this feeling that something bad is going to happen. Is that irrational? It—it just feels like I have to protect her. I—I have to figure out how to keep her safe.”

Rossi’s expression softened. “No one is going to hurt Amelia, Penelope,” he said firmly. “Over my dead body is someone getting to my nipotina, okay?”

She hesitated, a war raging inside her. Her throat tightened as she forced herself to say the words she had kept buried for so long. “It’s her father.” The confession left her lips like a ghost escaping her chest, stealing the air from her lungs. “The danger… it’s Amelia’s father.”

Rossi stiffened, his eyes darkening with understanding. “Jesus,” he muttered. “What did he do?”

Penelope swallowed hard, looking away. “I—I can’t… I can’t get into that. Not yet. Just—just trust me when I say that he is not a man who should ever find out about her.”

Rossi’s jaw tightened, his protective instincts flaring. “You know I’m not going to let this go, right?”

A humorless laugh escaped Penelope. “I figured.”

Penelope sat in Rossi’s office, her fingers gripping the armrests of the chair as she tried to steady her breathing. The weight of the conversation, the weight of her truth, settled over her like a storm cloud, dark and unrelenting. Rossi, ever patient, leaned forward slightly, his expression unreadable but his presence solid and unwavering.

“Do you know how I got my job at the BAU?” Penelope finally asked, her voice quieter than usual.

Rossi tilted his head, surprised by the shift in conversation. “No, not really. I know you’re brilliant with computers, but I never asked for the full story. Why do you ask?”

She let out a small, humorless chuckle. “Because I was arrested. For hacking. And Hotch gave me a choice—prison or the BAU.”

Rossi’s eyebrows shot up. “You were arrested?” He let out a low whistle. “For hacking?”

She nodded. “I wanted to get caught, Rossi. I knew it was the only way I’d be able to get away from him.”

Rossi leaned back, piecing together what she was saying. His mind worked quickly, connecting the dots. “So you used the BAU to escape your abuser?”

Penelope inhaled sharply, her hands tightening into fists. She nodded. “Yes. And Amelia’s father—he was my abuser.”

Rossi’s heart sank. He had suspected something dark lay beneath Penelope’s secrets, but this… this was worse than he imagined. “Penelope…”

She shook her head, cutting him off before he could say anything comforting. She needed to get this out. “Amelia isn’t biologically mine. She thought I was when she found me, because a woman named Sophie told her I was.”

Rossi’s brow furrowed. “Sophie? So she… she was also involved with him?”

Penelope let out a breath. “It’s likely. No one was safe around him. That’s why I got out. I didn’t even know Amelia existed until seven months ago when she walked into my support group. She had a picture of me and her father from twelve years ago. She thought I was her mother.”

Rossi’s voice was gentle but firm. “And Sophie? What happened to her?”

Penelope’s jaw clenched. “She’s dead. I found out the night I met Amelia. Sophie had written an encrypted letter and attached it to Amelia’s birth certificate online. It was a desperate plea for me to take her and keep her safe. To be Amelia’s mother, because she knew what he would do if he ever found out she sent her away.”

Rossi exhaled slowly, rubbing a hand over his face. “So Sophie… she was killed by Amelia’s father?”

Penelope swallowed hard. “I think so. Yeah. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s killed.”

Rossi’s expression darkened. “And he’s the threat you’re worried about? He’s the reason you can’t tell anyone?”

She nodded. “Yes. Sophie took a massive risk sending Amelia away three years ago. She spent two years on the streets before she finally found me. And now she’s with me. If her father ever wants revenge, he’s going to come for her. And for me.”

Rossi’s mind raced. “Penelope… how dangerous is he?”

She let out a bitter laugh. “Rossi, think of the most dangerous criminal you know. Who is it?”

“Charles Beauchamps,” he answered without hesitation. “The head of the Beauchamps crime family.”

She nodded. “Now add a computer and an even bigger following. That’s Amelia’s father. That’s Sean.”

Rossi inhaled sharply. “Jesus Christ.”

“Exactly.”

Rossi was silent for a long moment, the weight of her words pressing down on him. “Then of course you have to keep her secret,” he finally said. “I mean, we’re talking about someone who doesn’t forgive betrayal. We’re talking about a man who eliminates threats without hesitation.”

Penelope met his eyes, her own filled with fear and determination. “That’s why I can’t tell anyone, Rossi. Not even the BAU.”

Two weeks had passed since that uncomfortable conversation in the bullpen, and in that time, Emily had made herself scarce. Whenever Penelope walked into a room, Emily was already halfway out the door. Whenever their gazes met, Emily would look away first. It was subtle, but it was deliberate. And it hurt.

So when Emily knocked on her office door, Penelope had to fight the urge to act surprised. Instead, she plucked up her usual warmth, her voice laced with forced cheer.

"Hey, Emily! How are you doing? It's been a while. I've been meaning to catch up with you, but I've been buried in cases lately."

Emily gave a tight-lipped smile, standing stiffly just inside the door. "Oh, that’s fine! I’ve been busy too… I actually just came by because I need some tech assistance on a preliminary profile."

Penelope nodded, motioning for Emily to take a seat. "Oh yes, please. Take a seat. I'd be more than happy to help! What’s the profile about?"

Emily hesitated. "Well, it’s to do with a killing in… Texas."

Penelope’s fingers paused on the keyboard as she looked up at Emily, her stomach twisting at the name. Texas. It was where it had started, where they'd crossed that unspoken line.

"Oh yes? Go on," she said, voice as neutral as she could manage.

Emily cleared her throat, clearly just as affected. "Umm… yeah… it’s… um… I need some information on supply stores in the state within a 50-mile radius of the kill site."

Penelope nodded again, focusing on her screen as she typed in the request. But it was difficult to concentrate when Emily was watching her. She could feel Emily’s eyes on her, heavy and lingering.

After a moment, Emily spoke, trying to sound casual. "Derek said you’ve moved since I’ve been… gone."

Penelope's fingers stilled slightly, then resumed their rhythmic tapping. "Yeah, I, uh... yeah, I moved. I'm not in my old apartment anymore."

She smiled, a nervous reflex more than anything. "How have you been? I mean, how have you… how, how have you been since... you know?"

Emily smirked, though it didn’t reach her eyes. "Since I came back from the dead?"

Penelope chuckled lightly, nodding. "Yes, since you came back from the dead. How have you been since then?"

Emily’s expression turned more serious. "Derek doesn’t trust me. Spencer won’t talk to me. You… well, you’re a completely different person than you were seven months ago, and none of us know why. It just… it’s hard not to think it would have been easier if… if it was real."

Penelope’s heart clenched. "No, no, Emily. No."

She sat up straighter, her voice firm and filled with conviction. "No. No, no, no. You have to listen to me, okay? You are loved, okay? You are needed. And… and you are important to us, okay? We’re all so glad it wasn’t real… we just need some time."

Emily’s eyes softened, her gaze locking onto Penelope’s in a way that sent a shiver down her spine. "Maybe we were wrong… You’re still the same Penelope Garcia. Bringing light to the world. Seeing beauty in it."

Penelope inhaled sharply. It was a repeat of what Emily had said to her before she left, before she'd disappeared and torn Penelope’s heart in two.

"I'm glad you can see that about me," Penelope whispered, her voice barely above a breath. "I don't think you're wrong. I just… I just think that you need to be kinder to yourself."

She leaned forward slightly, her fingers trembling against the keyboard. "It was the right decision, okay? It was for us. It was for everyone. You can't change that. You did what you had to do. You did what you had to do to protect yourself. It… it was necessary."

Emily’s lips parted slightly, hesitation flickering across her features. "I got your voicemail."

Penelope froze. She didn’t need Emily to elaborate—she knew exactly what voicemail she meant. The ones she had left, begging Emily to come home, before she thought she was gone forever.

"You did?" Penelope asked softly. "Did you… did you listen to them?"

Emily’s blush deepened. "Every single night I was away."

Penelope exhaled shakily, her heart pounding. "You… you listened to them every single night? Really?"

Emily nodded, her expression vulnerable. "On repeat. I… I didn’t want to believe that I might never see you again. I couldn’t… that way, you were with me."

Penelope swallowed hard. "I wish I could’ve done more."

Emily’s eyes darkened with something unreadable. "No… you did everything, Penelope. More than you know."

Penelope barely registered moving closer. The space between them was shrinking, the air between them charged. "Emily, I… I know that you are hurting. I do. And I know that you wish there was more… I could be… but this is all I can be right now for you. I can't do anything else. But I am here. And I don’t want to sound too sappy or too mushy but… I miss you. I miss who you were before you left. I miss having you here."

Emily inhaled deeply, her gaze flickering to Penelope’s lips before she caught herself. Gently, she reached forward, tucking a loose strand of Penelope’s hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered just a little too long, her breath hitching.

"I miss you too," Emily whispered.

Penelope shivered at the touch, her heart pounding against her ribs. She blushed but didn’t pull away. If anything, she leaned into the warmth, into the electricity sparking between them. Her eyes slowly drifted to Emily’s lips, her breath caught in her throat. There was no mistaking what this was. What it had always been. But she couldn’t—she shouldn’t.

And yet… she wasn’t moving away either.

The air between them crackled, thick with unspoken words and lingering touches. Penelope felt Emily’s hand, gentle yet deliberate, as it tucked a stray curl behind her ear. The warmth of Emily’s fingers ghosted over her skin, sending a shiver down her spine. She blushed but didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned closer, their eyes locked in something fragile and dangerously enticing.

Her gaze dropped to Emily’s lips, soft and parted, as if a single breath could bridge the space between them. For a moment, the rest of the world faded. It was just them, in the dim glow of her office, a heartbeat away from something inevitable.

Then the computer beeped.

The sound shattered the moment, yanking them both back to reality. Penelope exhaled shakily and turned toward the screen, her hands trembling slightly as she forced herself to focus.

“Oh, okay. Here we go,” she said, her voice a shade too bright, too forced. She swallowed hard and continued, “Supply stores... Texas... around fifty miles of Maryland Drive in Texas.”

She hesitated, glancing back at Emily. The tension still hummed in the air between them, an unresolved chord. But she forced herself to continue. “Okay, and there is... here is the list of stores we have. There seems to be quite a few. Is there a specific one you’re looking for?”

Emily took a breath, masking what Penelope suspected was disappointment. “Any that sold large quantities of fly spray?”

Penelope blinked. “Fly spray?” She turned back to the screen, scrolling through the data. “Okay, um. There’s... one in San Antonio. It was a small supply store, but in the last three months, they’ve ordered two cases of bug spray every two weeks. And... here’s another one in Galveston. Just last week, they ordered five cases from their supplier.”

She glanced up, searching Emily’s expression. “Do either of these places sound right?”

Emily nodded slightly, considering the information. “They’re both good leads. Can you print that for me?”

Penelope nodded quickly, fingers flying over the keyboard. The printer whirred to life, and within moments, she slid the papers across the desk toward Emily. Their hands brushed for the briefest second, and the electricity between them flared again.

“There you go,” Penelope murmured, smiling softly. She was still looking at Emily, still searching for something in her eyes.

Emily hesitated, glancing down at Penelope’s lips before quickly looking away. The tight, almost resigned smile on her face made something in Penelope’s chest ache.

“No... that was... thanks, Pen,” Emily said, voice barely above a whisper.

Penelope felt her breath hitch, caught between wanting to reach out and knowing she shouldn’t. Instead, she turned slightly, angling her body toward Emily completely, as if she could will her to stay. But she knew better. Emily had already begun to pull away.

For a moment, Penelope thought—hoped—that Emily would change her mind. That she would turn back, that she would close the distance between them, that she would finally let go of whatever invisible barrier she was holding onto so tightly. But instead, Emily smiled tightly, a quiet disappointment flickering across her face before she turned on her heel and walked away.

Penelope’s heart clenched. Every instinct screamed at her to call out, to tell Emily to come back, to tell her she wasn’t crazy for feeling this way. But her voice failed her.

She stood there, watching as Emily disappeared down the hallway. Only when she was completely out of sight did Penelope sit back down, her body still tense, her mind spinning. She stared at the computer screen, at the list of supply stores Emily had needed, but the words blurred together.

All she could see was Emily’s reflection in the screen. The way she had hesitated. The way she had looked at her.

Penelope exhaled shakily, pressing her fingers against her lips as if she could still feel the warmth of Emily’s breath between them. And she knew, with an ache that settled deep in her bones, that she wasn’t the only one who had wanted more.



Penelope moved around the kitchen, setting Amelia’s homework on the table, making sure everything was in place for their usual evening routine. As she turned to face her daughter, she noticed Amelia hesitating, her expression unreadable.

“Yeah, bug? What’s up?” Penelope asked, her voice warm and inviting.

Amelia fidgeted with the hem of her sleeve before finally looking up. “Umm… if something was happening that was weird… at school. Who should I tell?”

Penelope’s brows furrowed slightly as she pulled out a chair and sat across from Amelia. “Uh, well, you can tell me, bug. I'm your mom, okay?” She smiled reassuringly. “Is something weird happening at school?”

Amelia nodded slowly, her lips pressing together as if unsure how much to say.

Penelope kept her voice gentle. “Okay. Can you tell me about it? What’s going on?”

“It’s probably nothing,” Amelia shrugged. “Hannah—that’s the baseball team captain, you know Max’s sister—says it happens all the time.”

“What happens all the time?” Penelope asked, leaning forward slightly, her concern deepening.

“There’s this… boy who keeps asking around about me.”

Penelope blinked, surprised by the unexpected turn in the conversation. “Really? Okay, a boy at your school is asking about you? What does he look like? What’s his name?”

“He’s a year above me… brown hair… kinda nerdy-looking. Hannah thinks he likes me… you know… likes me.” Amelia scrunched her nose in disgust. “Ughh, gross.”

Penelope chuckled, amused by Amelia’s reaction. “Yeah, I know what you mean. So, it seems like this boy is interested in you?”

Amelia sighed. “He keeps staring at me… and I see him standing by my locker sometimes.”

“Oh, I see,” Penelope said carefully. “And… you aren’t interested in him?”

“I’m only twelve! All boys are gross… well, not Max or Chris or Nonno or Jamie, but that’s different.”

Penelope smiled, placing her hands on Amelia’s shoulders. “I get it, honey. Yes, boys are gross. But can I just ask, is this boy bothering you? Does he make you feel uncomfortable?”

Amelia hesitated before answering. “No… it’s just… I guess I was used to always looking over my shoulder for Dad’s gang when I was on the street… it feels similar to that.”

Penelope felt her heart clench at that. She took a deep breath, keeping her voice steady. “Okay. So… you feel like you’re being watched? And that’s making you a bit nervous, right?”

Amelia nodded.

Penelope reached over, gently rubbing Amelia’s arm. “Okay, honey, I get it. This actually is a very normal reaction. You are still getting used to feeling safe again. And this boy, he makes you feel a little bit uneasy. And the feeling… it reminds you of those times in the past, right?”

Another small nod from Amelia.

Penelope softened her tone. “Well, what does Hannah suggest you should do?”

Amelia’s face turned bright red. “Hannah said I should kiss him.”

Penelope nearly choked on her own breath. “Uhhhhh. Wow. Okay. Um, okay.” She took a moment to recover. “And how do you feel about that suggestion?”

Amelia deadpanned. “It’s gross. I’m not kissing anyone. Ever.”

Penelope let out a relieved laugh. “You do not have to kiss anyone. You can just tell this boy that you have no interest in him. And… you can tell him to leave you alone if you’re not interested, okay? Does that sound okay?”

Amelia nodded, looking relieved.

“You’re growing up well, and you can tell people what you want, and they should listen,” Penelope assured her. “And if they don’t, then you come tell me, and I will sort it out, all right?”

Amelia giggled. “I’d like to see that… I reckon you can be pretty scary if you need to be, Pen.”

“Damn right,” Penelope said with a playful grin. “So you tell me if anyone bothers you, okay?”

“I know, Mo—” Amelia’s eyes widened as she caught herself, stopping mid-word. Her expression turned sheepish, and she quickly corrected, “Penelope.”

Penelope’s breath caught in her throat for a split second. She had been expecting this moment for a while now, the hesitation, the almost-slips. She wanted Amelia to call her ‘Mom,’ but she also knew it had to happen on Amelia’s terms.

“What was that you were about to say, Amelia?” she asked gently.

Amelia looked panicked for a moment, then quickly diverted. “Can we have ice cream?”

Penelope smiled knowingly but let it slide. “Going out for ice cream, huh? So, what is it you like? Chocolate chip? Vanilla? What are you in the mood for?”

Amelia huffed playfully. “Come on, Mo—Penelope. You know my favorite ice cream.”

Penelope’s ears perked up at the almost-slip again, and she grinned. “You want chocolate chip cookie dough, then? Am I right?”

Amelia beamed. “Yeah! Let’s go! Come on!”

Penelope stood up, still smiling. “Okay, honey! Let’s go. I just have to grab my purse.” As she headed off to get it, she thought to herself, sooner or later, Amelia would call her ‘Mom.’ And when she did, it would be the best moment of her life. For now, though, she was more than happy to enjoy these little ‘close calls.’


The elevator ride was thick with unspoken tension, each floor descending weighing heavier on Penelope’s chest. Her fingers gripped the strap of her bag, knuckles white, and her mind raced. She couldn’t keep quiet any longer, couldn’t bear the silence, but the words felt like they were stuck somewhere in her throat.
Finally, unable to hold it in any longer, Penelope spoke, her voice tight and raw. "Just say what you’re thinking, Emily."
Emily’s lips pressed together in hesitation, her gaze never leaving Penelope. Her eyes were searching, searching for something, and Penelope wasn’t sure what it was. Then, after what felt like a lifetime of silence, Emily let out a slow breath. "I didn’t expect you to be dating anyone," she admitted, the rawness of her words slipping out. "I heard JJ teasing you about Jamie after that phone call—the whole 'home-cooked meals' thing. Honestly, it threw me off."
Penelope frowned, confusion flickering across her features. "What do you mean? What about Jamie?"
Emily paused, her lips trembling slightly, as if she wasn’t sure if she should continue. "I guess... I just didn’t expect you to be dating anyone because I’ve been trying to figure out what happened between us. What it was... Texas... that night. Everything." Her voice wavered, but she pushed on. "I don’t regret what happened, Penelope. I don’t. But I’ve been wondering if you do. If you think it was a mistake, or if it was just some... moment that doesn’t mean anything anymore."
Penelope’s heart skipped, her breath catching in her throat. The weight of Emily’s confession hit her harder than she expected. Her mind raced, but she wasn’t sure how to respond. She didn’t know what to feel about Texas. About that night. About Emily. She didn’t know what any of it meant anymore, but she couldn’t just leave it unsaid. She turned fully toward Emily, her voice quiet, tremulous. "You don’t regret it?"
Emily shook her head, her voice barely a whisper. "No. I don’t regret it. But I can’t help but wonder if you do. If it was a mistake, or if you think it was just a... a moment that doesn’t matter anymore."
Penelope felt something inside her stir. She didn’t regret it either. But she couldn’t say that. She wasn’t ready to face it, not yet. She wasn’t sure what to do with it. With Emily. With what had happened between them. "I don’t regret it," Penelope said, her voice shaking just a little. "But... I don’t know what it means. Or what it’s supposed to mean."
Emily nodded, her expression conflicted, like she wanted to say more but wasn’t sure how. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, the elevator doors dinged softly and slid open.
Standing there, in the lobby, was Amelia.
Penelope’s blood ran cold. She froze, her heart in her throat as her eyes locked on the girl standing in the doorway. Amelia’s face was streaked with tears, her body trembling, bruises already forming on her cheek, her lip split. The girl looked broken.
Before Penelope could move, Amelia cried out, her voice raw, desperate. "Mom!" She rushed into Penelope’s arms, sobbing, shaking with fear.
Penelope’s heart stopped in her chest at the word. Mom. The sound of it reverberated through her, knocking the air from her lungs. It felt heavy, foreign, but real. Penelope had never heard it from Amelia before, and in that moment, her world tilted on its axis. Her arms tightened around the girl, her chest tightening with a mix of fierce protectiveness and something else—something she couldn’t name.
"Mom," Amelia repeated, her voice broken as she clung to her mother. Penelope’s heart shattered at the word, at the emotion pouring from Amelia, at the realization that this child, this girl, had just called her Mom. It wasn’t just a term of endearment; it was a plea for safety. A plea for everything she was meant to protect.
Penelope whispered, her voice trembling, "I’ve got you, bug. I’ve got you."
Amelia pulled back just enough to meet Penelope’s gaze, fear still consuming her. "We need to go. We need to leave. Now."
Penelope’s heart skipped a beat, her breath catching as she scanned Amelia’s face. Her daughter’s cheek was already bruising, the dark purple swelling beneath her eye. Her lip was split, and her clothes were torn, as if she’d been dragged or pushed against something rough. Penelope’s pulse quickened, and something deep inside her surged—a mix of anger, fear, and protective instinct. She had to protect her. She would protect her.
"What happened, baby?" Penelope whispered, forcing herself to stay calm even as panic bubbled up inside her.
Amelia’s breath came in short gasps. "Dad found us. He said it was just a warning. He said we need to run, Mom. He said we need to go."
Penelope’s stomach dropped. The word Dad hit her like a punch. Her fingers trembled as she gently pushed a strand of Amelia’s hair behind her ear. The weight of the moment was suffocating, but Penelope kept her voice steady. "We’re not running anywhere, bug." She swallowed hard, trying to keep her composure. "Not yet."
Her gaze shifted to Emily, and the raw desperation in her eyes was unmistakable. Emily’s eyes widened as the truth sank in. Penelope wasn’t just a colleague. She wasn’t just an almost-lover. Penelope was a mother. And she had kept it a secret. All these years, all the time they’d spent together—Penelope had never told Emily about Amelia. Not once.
Emily’s heart stuttered in her chest, the shock hitting her like a cold wave. A mother? She hadn’t known. She hadn’t known about Amelia. She hadn’t known Penelope was a mother. The weight of that truth settled in her bones, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it. But there was no time to process. Not now.
Penelope’s voice broke through her shock. "Can you help me? We need to get Amelia upstairs, and we need to take the back stairwell."
Without hesitation, Emily nodded, her voice hard and determined. "We move now."
Penelope turned to Amelia, cupping the girl’s cheek gently, her voice soft but firm. "Sweet girl, I need you to stay between me and Emily, okay? Be brave for me. We’ll keep you safe."
Amelia nodded, her small hands gripping Penelope’s jacket as they moved quickly.
As they entered the stairwell, the gravity of the moment hit Emily. Penelope, the woman she had spent countless hours with, the woman who had become something more to her than just a colleague—was a mother. She had hidden it from everyone, even from Emily. The secret, the weight of it, suddenly felt like a thousand pounds.
Emily’s eyes flicked to Penelope, seeing the vulnerability in her friend, her almost-lover. Penelope wasn’t just afraid. She was terrified. Not just for Amelia, but for herself, for the life she had tried to protect all this time.
And for the first time, Emily realized: this wasn’t just about protecting Amelia anymore. This was about protecting Penelope too.
She would keep them both safe. No matter the cost.



The doors to Rossi's office swung open with urgency. The team had yet to see the new arrivals as they were gathered in the roundtable room. Penelope and Emily were a whirlwind of movement, barely exchanging words as they rushed through the building. The air was thick with tension, a weight that seemed to press down on every step they took.
Once they were inside the office, Penelope immediately closed the door behind them. She didn’t wait for the moment to settle, and neither did Emily. Before she could process her own emotions, Amelia—Penelope’s daughter—collapsed into Penelope’s arms, shaking uncontrollably. The terror was evident on her face, her body wracked with sobs that echoed against the walls of the office.
Without a moment's hesitation, Penelope knelt down, enveloping her daughter in a cocoon of warmth and care. Her hands stroked Amelia's hair with a tenderness that Emily had never seen in Penelope before. The image of the fiercely independent woman was shattered, revealing a side of her Emily had never known existed—a mother.
“Oh, bug,” Penelope whispered, her voice soothing and gentle, “everything is alright. We’re going to be okay. You don’t need to be scared.” She rubbed Amelia’s back in rhythmic strokes, murmuring reassurances like a mantra. “I’ve got you. We’re safe now.”
Penelope glanced up, her eyes meeting Emily’s across the room. She could see the shock in her eyes. It was the first time Emily had witnessed Penelope in this maternal role. It was a side of her that was unknown, and that sudden revelation stirred something deep within Emily—a mixture of surprise, confusion, and a lingering discomfort. She had never imagined Penelope had a daughter. The revelation felt like a crack in the image Emily had long held of her.
Amelia’s sobs grew louder, her fragile form trembling in her mother’s embrace. “I was so scared,” she gasped between breaths. “I... I don’t want him to... to hurt you. I want to go away. I want to go away... where he can never, ever find us.”
Penelope’s arms tightened around her. “We’re not going back to your father, Amelia... I promise... I’ve got you. We’re going to be okay. I’ve got you.”
The words hit Emily like a punch to the gut. Amelia’s father. Penelope’s ex-husband, perhaps? She could only imagine the complexity behind Penelope's words, and the questions flooded her mind. How had she managed to get full custody of Amelia? What kind of man was her father? And more pressing—why had Penelope never told her about Amelia before? Emily felt a surge of curiosity and a sense of betrayal, wondering why Penelope had kept this part of her life a secret.
Amelia clung to her mother, her face buried against Penelope’s shoulder as she sobbed uncontrollably. Penelope, despite the storm of emotions swirling within her, remained composed. She gently pulled her daughter away, enough to look her in the eyes, yet never letting go.
“Bug,” she said softly, trying to steady her own breath, “Who was it? Who was it that hurt you, sweetheart?” Her voice was steady, though her heart was breaking for her daughter.
Amelia sniffled, her swollen eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Remember that boy I told you about? The one in the year above? I thought he liked me. But turns out... he’s from Dad’s network, and he was sent to... keep an eye on me. He... he hit me.” Her voice trembled. “Then he said, ‘This is a warning from your father. Get home now or your mother will be punished more than she already is going to be.’”
Penelope’s breath caught in her throat at the words. Her heart sank, but she didn’t let her fear show. Instead, she nodded, her fingers threading through Amelia’s hair, trying to keep the calm, to project strength for her daughter.
“We... we can handle this,” Penelope whispered, her voice thick with determination. “We won’t let him—or your father—hurt us. We’re going to be safe. I promise, Amelia. We’re going to be safe.”
Amelia’s nod was shaky, her fear evident. Her eye, already starting to swell shut, was a painful reminder of what had happened. Penelope’s protective instincts flared. She knew what needed to be done.
“Emily,” Penelope said, her voice slightly firmer now, “Go get Rossi. I need him to help Amelia.” She didn’t look at Emily, her focus solely on her daughter. The urgency in her voice left no room for questions.
Emily froze for a moment, stunned by Penelope’s abruptness. She had never heard Penelope sound so sharp, so commanding. “Rossi? Why?” she asked, confused.
Penelope’s gaze met hers, and this time, there was no room for hesitation. “Because I need him to help Amelia. Just go get him, Emily. Please.”
Something in her tone shifted, and Emily understood. This wasn’t about anything else—it was about Amelia. She nodded, the fog in her mind dissipating slightly. She turned on her heel, moving quickly through the halls to find Rossi.
Minutes later, Emily returned with Rossi in tow. His face fell when he entered the office and saw the state of Amelia. His eyes widened, the color draining from his face. The sight of his pseudo-granddaughter in such distress hit him like a freight train. He had seen violence, trauma, and despair countless times in his years, but seeing Amelia like this, broken and bruised, twisted something deep within him.
Penelope, still cradling Amelia in her arms, barely looked up at Rossi. She was in full “mama bear” mode now, doing everything she could to calm Amelia, but the urgency was clear.
“Rossi,” she said softly but firmly, “Amelia needs first aid. Her eye is swelling shut, and we need to take care of it.” She glanced at the box he always kept hidden in his office for moments like this.
Rossi nodded, his eyes filled with concern as he moved to take a look at Amelia. Emily stood at the door, stunned, trying to process what had just unfolded. The realization was setting in: Penelope had a daughter, and she had kept it from everyone—even from Emily. She watched as Rossi worked with steady hands, tending to Amelia’s wounds. He didn’t need to ask questions. He knew the gravity of the situation. Penelope’s secrets, it seemed, were just beginning to unravel, and Emily wasn’t sure how to feel about it all.
As the room settled into an eerie calm, Emily couldn’t help but feel a sense of confusion and loss. She had never known Penelope as a mother, and now, everything had changed. The walls between them—walls Emily hadn’t even realized were there—had shifted, and she wasn’t sure how to navigate the landscape of their friendship anymore

Relief flickered across Amelia’s battered face the moment she spotted Rossi. Despite the swelling around her eye and the lingering fear in her expression, there was a sense of safety in seeing him.
“Nonno!” she breathed, her voice still weak, but full of trust.
Rossi’s face softened, a pained smile forming as he crouched in front of her. “My Amelia,” he murmured, brushing a strand of hair from her face with the utmost care. “Let me fix you up.” His gaze flickered to Penelope, a silent conversation passing between them before he asked, “Ice?”
Penelope remained calm, keeping her voice light for Amelia’s sake. “Ice would be great, wouldn’t it, Meels?” She gently squeezed Amelia’s arm, offering reassurance.
Emily, standing off to the side, was still trying to process everything. Rossi knew? The thought kept repeating in her head. Had the whole team known except for her? The weight of the revelation sat heavy in her chest. How had she missed something this important?
Amelia nodded rapidly, her movements a little frantic. “Ye... yeah.” Her voice wavered with exhaustion. “Ice is good. I like ice. It’s... it’s... it’s cold!”
She attempted a small joke, her lips quirking up in the faintest of smiles, as if willing Rossi and Penelope to laugh. They obliged, their chuckles soft but genuine, though the worry never left Penelope’s eyes.
Amelia shifted slightly, adjusting herself against Penelope’s warmth before whispering, “Mom?”
Penelope brushed a hand over Amelia’s cheek. “Yeah, Meels?”
The girl’s nervous gaze flickered toward Emily, barely meeting her eyes before darting away. “Who’s that?” she whispered.
Penelope turned, glancing at Emily before offering her daughter a gentle smile. “That’s Emily. She works with us.” She paused, gauging Amelia’s reaction. “Would you like to meet her, honey?”
Amelia hesitated, chewing on her lip. Then, slowly, she gave a small nod.
Penelope’s expression softened further as she turned to Emily. “Emily, can you come over here, please?” she asked gently. “Amelia would like to meet you.”
Emily swallowed hard, suddenly hyperaware of how surreal this moment was. One minute, she had been operating under the belief that she knew everything about Penelope Garcia—her quirks, her strengths, her vulnerabilities. And now? Now she was about to be formally introduced to Penelope’s daughter. A daughter she had no idea existed.
She took careful steps forward, keeping her posture relaxed, though inside, her mind raced.
Penelope, always in tune with emotions, caught the disbelief still lingering in Emily’s eyes, but she didn’t address it. Instead, she focused on Amelia. “Emily, this is Amelia, my daughter,” she said gently, rubbing small circles into Amelia’s back. “Amelia, this is Emily, okay? She’s going to be your friend.”
Emily crouched slightly, keeping her voice soft and warm. “Hello, Amelia. It’s very nice to meet you.”
Amelia peered up at her through long lashes, appearing a little unsure at first. But then, Emily smiled at her—a real, genuine smile—and something shifted. The fear in Amelia’s eyes melted just a little, replaced by something hopeful.
“Hi, Emily!” she chirped, her tone suddenly so innocent, so childlike, that Emily felt her heart crack open. The bruises, the swelling, the fear—it was all too much. A protective instinct she hadn’t anticipated surged within her.
A beat passed, then Amelia turned back to Penelope with wide, curious eyes. “Mom? She’s the Emily from the stories you and Nonno tell? About your BAU family?”
Penelope chuckled softly, nodding. “Yes, she is. Emily is my dear friend, and she’s part of my BAU family. Just like Rossi and the rest of the team.”
Emily felt something settle in her chest at those words. Her dear friend. Despite all the confusion and unanswered questions, that still meant something.
Amelia shifted a little, nervously biting her lip. “Will I meet the rest of the team now?”
Emily’s eyes flickered up at that, realization dawning. They don’t know about her either. Amelia’s innocent question confirmed it—Penelope had kept her daughter a secret from everyone.
Penelope gently stroked Amelia’s hair, her tone full of warmth and understanding. “We’ll see, bug. If you feel comfortable, then in time, we can introduce you to the rest of the BAU. But right now, we need to focus on you and getting your eye fixed, okay?”
She pressed a soft kiss to Amelia’s forehead, holding her close.
Just then, Rossi reentered the room, a small bag of ice wrapped in a cloth in his hand. “Some ice for my favorite lady.”
Amelia giggled softly as she reached for it, but the moment the cold touched her swollen skin, she winced. She tried to suppress the reaction, but it was clear—she was in more pain than she let on.
Rossi’s expression darkened. His voice was quieter when he asked, “Was this Sean?”
The weight of the name filled the room instantly.
Penelope hesitated. It was brief, but Emily caught it. A second too long, as if deciding how much to say. Finally, she exhaled. “Yes... it was him.” Her voice was controlled, but there was something unreadable beneath it. “Let’s focus on helping Amelia, okay? We can talk about... all the details later.”
Rossi gave a slow nod, understanding. He wouldn’t push. Not now.
Penelope turned her attention back to her daughter. “Amelia, honey? How does the ice feel? Is it... is it helping?”
Amelia gave a small nod, her voice drowsy. “Yeah… I’m tired though, Mom.”
Penelope’s concern deepened, but she kept her voice steady. “Do you want to take a nap for a little bit? Would that help you feel better?”
Amelia nodded again, but her grip on Penelope tightened. “You have to stay with me, Mom. I need to know you’re safe.”
Penelope’s heart clenched, but she smiled softly. “I’ll be safe, honey. I promise.” She kissed Amelia’s forehead, her touch featherlight. “Just rest, okay? I’ll sit here with you the whole time if that’s what you want.”
Amelia yawned, curling further into Penelope. “Can you sing to me? Like you do when I’m sick?”
A fond, nostalgic smile crossed Penelope’s face. “Of course, bug.”
Rossi, watching the moment unfold, turned to Emily and gestured toward the door. “Let’s give them a moment.”
Emily hesitated for half a second before nodding. Without another word, she followed him out, closing the door softly behind them.
As she stood in the hallway, heart still pounding, the reality of everything finally hit her.
Penelope had a daughter. She had a whole other life that no one had known about. And somehow, everything had just changed

Emily followed Rossi out of the office, her mind reeling. The door clicked shut behind them, muffling the quiet murmurs of Penelope and her daughter inside. The realization still felt surreal—Penelope had a *daughter.* And not just any daughter, but one she had kept a complete secret from the entire team.  

Emily turned to Rossi, barely able to contain the storm of emotions brewing inside her.  

“What the hell was that?” she demanded, gesturing sharply toward the closed door.  

Rossi exhaled heavily, rubbing a hand over his face as if trying to gather his thoughts. “It’s... complicated.”  

Emily let out a bitter chuckle. “No kidding. *Mom? Nonno!?*” The words felt foreign on her tongue, but hearing Amelia call Rossi that, seeing how naturally he responded—it all meant something. *How long had this been going on?*  

Rossi hesitated, glancing down the hall before responding. “Look, I think Penelope wants to tell you herself. It’s not my place.” His voice was careful, measured, as if he were navigating a minefield. “I know she doesn’t like me discussing Amelia, and I think it’s... a touchy subject in some ways.”  

Emily narrowed her eyes. “You *think?*”  

Rossi sighed, shifting uncomfortably. “It’s not about secrecy, Emily. Not the way you’re thinking. It’s about protection.”  

Emily crossed her arms. “Does anyone else know?”  

There was a long pause before Rossi finally admitted, “Just me and Hotch.”  

Emily blinked. “Hotch?”  

Rossi nodded. “Yeah. I’ve known for a while, but only what Penelope allows me to know. She’s careful—deliberate about what she shares, even with me. And Hotch… well, you know how he is. He keeps things locked up tighter than a vault.”  

Emily shook her head, still struggling to wrap her mind around it. “But *why?* Why did she hide her daughter from us? *We’re her family.*”  

Before Rossi could answer, the office door swung open, and Penelope stepped out.  

Her face was pale, her eyes frantic, but she spoke with an urgency that made both Rossi and Emily straighten instinctively.  

“It’s time,” she said, her voice shaking ever so slightly. “Can you tell the team that Amelia is my daughter? They can ask all the questions they want *later,* but right now, Amelia and I are in mortal danger.”  

Her voice cracked on the last words.  

Rossi’s demeanor changed in an instant. His usual warmth disappeared, replaced by the cold, focused intensity of a seasoned profiler. He gave Penelope a firm nod. “Of course. I’ll let the team know.” His voice softened, just for a moment. “You stay with Amelia.”  

Penelope swallowed hard, then nodded back, her fingers tightening on the doorknob as if bracing herself before slipping back inside.  

Rossi turned to Emily. “Let’s go.”  

Emily barely had time to process the shift in energy before Rossi was already moving. She followed, her mind still spinning.  

They reached the round table room in record time, pushing through the door without hesitation. The rest of the team—JJ, Reid, Morgan, and Hotch—were already seated, reviewing files from their last case. At the sudden interruption, all heads lifted.  

Something in Rossi’s face told them this wasn’t just *any* case.  

“We have a new urgent case,” Rossi announced, his voice commanding, final. He exhaled, steadying himself for what he was about to say. Then, he looked at each of them, one by one.  

“This one is personal.”  

Rossi’s voice cut through the lingering tension in the room. “Everyone, listen up,” he began, his tone grave. “Penelope has been keeping something from you all… She has a 12-year-old daughter named Amelia.”

A heavy silence fell over the team. Eyes widened and exchanged bewildered glances as unspoken questions swirled in the charged atmosphere. Shock and confusion were etched on every face, and though the urge to demand answers was palpable, it was clear that explanations would have to wait.

Rossi continued, his voice steady but edged with urgency. “Amelia’s dad is Sean Maguire—the infamous head of that underground crime family that uses computers to run their operations. He’s threatened both Amelia and Penelope.”

The mention of Sean Maguire rippled through the room like a shockwave. The team’s looks turned inquisitive, silently pleading for Rossi to divulge more details. But he held up a hand to quiet the mounting questions.

“It’s complicated,” Rossi said softly. “Penelope said you can ask her all the questions in the world once you know her daughter is safe.”

JJ leaned forward, her tone laced with concern and curiosity. “Where are Penelope and… um, Amelia?” she asked. In the adjoining office, the soft murmur of a lullaby and the gentle rustle of fabric revealed that Amelia was sleeping on a sofa, cradled by Penelope’s careful hands. Despite the chaos unfolding, Penelope’s calm, protective presence never wavered.

“They’re in my office, safe for now,” Rossi replied. “But we need to act fast. We have to find Sean and make sure he’s locked up before he can do any more harm.”

Morgan’s voice suddenly erupted, thick with disbelief. “This is some kind of sick prank, right? Come on—this is bull!”

Rossi met Morgan’s outburst with a steady gaze. “I understand, Morgan. It shocked me too. But believe me—Amelia is real. She’s Penelope’s little girl, and she means everything to her. Let’s set aside personal concerns for a moment and focus on the case.”

Unable to contain his need for answers, Morgan strode toward Rossi’s office, JJ reluctantly following behind. The door swung open to reveal a scene that left Morgan momentarily speechless: there, on a worn sofa, Penelope gently stroked a sleeping Amelia. The sight was intimate and unmistakably maternal. Morgan’s shock deepened as Penelope shot him a fierce, unmistakable “mom glare”—a silent warning that no disturbance would be tolerated.

For a heartbeat, Morgan’s bravado evaporated. His eyes dropped to the floor, and he quickly regretted his intrusion. JJ, unable to resist a wry comment, smirked. “No denying it after that look,” she teased quietly.

Rossi chuckled softly at JJ’s remark before turning back to the team. His gaze lingered on Penelope, still giving Morgan that protective glare, and he quickly steered the focus back to the mission at hand. “So, let’s… let’s get to work, okay?”

In that moment, as the team began to mobilize and voices rose in plans and strategies, one truth hung in the air like a loaded gun—the case was personal. And for Penelope Garcia, it was more than just another investigation. It was her life, her secret, and her daughter on the line.

The room simmered with tension and unanswered questions as the team braced themselves for the coming storm, leaving every heart pounding in anticipation of what was to come.

Time had shifted, and the office now lay quiet under the soft glow of early morning light. Rossi stepped into the room carrying a fresh cup of coffee, his footsteps measured on the worn carpet. His eyes fell immediately on Amelia, still soundly asleep on the sofa, her small face bruised and vulnerable. Beside her, Penelope sat like a vigilant guardian, her gentle hand continuously stroking Amelia’s hair in a silent promise of protection.
Rossi paused at the doorway, the weight of the morning’s events etched in every line on his face. Clearing his throat softly, he addressed Penelope, careful not to disturb the sleeping child.
“Penelope? Can I have a moment alone with you, please?” he asked, his tone laced with quiet urgency.
Penelope’s eyes, sharp with maternal protectiveness, met his. “I’m not leaving her side, Rossi,” she replied, her voice firm yet laced with the tenderness of a mother’s love.
A small, understanding smile tugged at Rossi’s lips as he replied, “Please, I need to talk to you.” The single word carried the insistence of a man who knew that this conversation couldn’t wait.
After a long, hesitant moment that seemed to stretch endlessly, Penelope slowly nodded. With deliberate care, she followed Rossi out of the office, closing the door softly behind them. In the quiet hallway, away from Amelia’s gentle breathing, Penelope gripped the door handle, ready to rush back at any sign of disturbance.
“Please talk quickly,” she urged, her tone clipped with worry.
Rossi took a measured breath before speaking, his eyes serious. “So… I need to talk to you about… well, the case.”
Penelope’s lips tightened as she said, “The team want to talk to me, don’t they?”
“Yeah,” Rossi replied, his tone careful. “They want answers—about you having a daughter and why you didn’t tell them.”
The words hung between them like a fragile secret. Penelope’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, her protective facade cracking under the strain of the truth. “Can’t it wait?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “My little girl is black and blue in there.”
Rossi’s heart ached at her pain. “I’m sorry this is happening now,” he said softly. “But I think it’s best if you explain it to them when they ask. I know you don’t need me to tell you this, Penelope, but you need to be prepared. Not everyone will be as understanding as you think… They might be angry, or upset.”
Her shoulders sagged as she sighed deeply, blinking back tears that betrayed the exhaustion of a day spent hiding unbearable truths. “And…” she prompted, voice barely audible.
Rossi looked into her eyes, his own filled with sympathy. “They might not be as understanding of why you kept this from us,” he continued gently. “But… you did what you had to do. You kept her hidden from danger. You’re a good mother, Penelope.”
Her voice cracked on the admission. “But now she’s in danger, and I…I can’t do anything.”
Rossi stepped closer, his hand resting reassuringly on her shoulder. “Everything will be okay. We’ll figure this out. This is what we do, as the BAU—we fix things, no matter how complicated. And we will do it now.”
In that quiet hallway, the silence spoke volumes—a shared resolve to face the storm ahead, despite the burden of secrets and the pain of unforeseen consequences. The case was no longer just another investigation; it had become personal, and every moment counted

JJ rounded the corner slowly, her steps tentative as she caught sight of Rossi and Penelope in deep conversation by the corridor’s quiet end. The low murmur of their voices was laced with urgency, and as she approached, she could feel the tension radiating off them like a charged current. Rossi turned, surprise momentarily flickering in his eyes before he mustered a gentle smile.
"Oh, JJ. We, um… we were just talking things through," he said, his tone careful yet warm. The simplicity of his words did little to dispel the heavy undercurrent of the discussion, but it was enough to invite JJ closer.
Stepping forward, JJ’s concern was unmistakable. “I know… I just… Penelope, are you okay? You’ve been putting on a brave face all day. I get it—I’ve been there with Henry—so I just wanted to check in.” Her voice was soft, imbued with the compassion of someone who had known heartache herself.
For a moment, Penelope’s gaze met JJ’s. In that glance, the cracks in her armor were revealed—red-rimmed eyes, dark circles hinting at sleepless nights, and a weariness that belied her composed exterior. “Thanks, JJ. I’m okay. Everything will be okay. I just, um… I need to keep it together,” she managed, though her voice quavered at the edges, betraying the strain of the day’s burdens.
Before more could be said, JJ stepped forward and enveloped Penelope in a comforting hug. In that embrace, the veneer of strength Penelope had maintained all day crumbled. She allowed herself to lean into JJ’s warmth, resting her head on JJ’s shoulder as if seeking sanctuary. The silent corridor around them seemed to fade away, leaving only the shared solace of that moment.
In a low, almost whispered tone, JJ murmured, “Amelia’s asleep… let it out now while you can.” Her words, gentle and knowing, acted as a catalyst. Penelope’s lip trembled as she fought the tide of emotions building within her. With a shuddering exhale, the dam of composure finally burst open. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she broke down, sobbing into JJ’s shoulder. Each cry was a raw release—of the fear that Sean was looming ever closer, of the guilt for keeping secrets, and of the deep exhaustion that came from protecting her daughter at all costs.
Between her heart-wrenching sobs, Penelope managed to choke out, “I’m… I’m, um… I’m sorry for not being upfront with… all of you. Especially you, JJ. You deserve better than that from me.” Her words were halting and laced with regret, the confession mingling with the pain in her voice.
JJ tightened her embrace, her tone a blend of understanding and quiet admonishment. “I can’t pretend I’m not hurt, Penelope, but I’m guessing there was a reason… Either way, I’m still going to be her godmother. I’m not going anywhere.” There was a hint of a wry smile in her tone, despite the underlying sorrow, as she added, “You know that, right?”
A soft laugh, fragile yet genuine, escaped Penelope through her tears. “You will. I promise you that—you’ll definitely be godmother.” Her voice, though shaky, held a note of relief at having her secret partly shared and validated in that intimate moment.
JJ pulled back slightly, her eyes glistening with unshed tears and a hopeful smile playing on her lips. “Okay… then when you’re ready—finish your crying, and introduce me to my new goddaughter. Or, I guess, niece?” Her words, light-hearted yet sincere, offered a brief reprieve from the heaviness of the situation.
A few moments passed as Penelope gathered herself. The final echoes of her sobs faded into quiet sniffles, leaving behind a fragile calm. “Yeah…I can do that. I’ll introduce you to Amelia as soon as she’s awake. I don’t want to disturb her rest right now—she deserves her sleep,” she replied, the resolve in her voice slowly returning.
Just then, a small, unexpected voice broke through from the room. “I’m awake, Mom,” it declared brightly. The innocent, cheerful tone rang out in stark contrast to the heavy conversation that had just taken place.
Rossi and JJ exchanged amused glances, the tension momentarily diffusing into shared laughter. The sound of Amelia’s voice—full of innocent defiance and unexpected cheerfulness—reminded them that even amidst the chaos, hope and life persisted. It was a moment of levity that underscored the profound reality: despite the secrets, the danger, and the heartache, there was still a light that refused to be snuffed out.
In that quiet corridor, as the morning light softened the hard edges of the day, the team stood together—united in their resolve to protect Penelope and her daughter. Even as they braced for the storm that lay ahead, the bond between them deepened, cemented by shared vulnerability and the unspoken promise of unwavering support.

Penelope took a steadying breath as she placed a reassuring hand on Amelia’s shoulder. The energy in the room shifted instantly, all eyes turning toward them. JJ and Rossi, caught off guard by the unexpected entrance, exchanged glances of surprise and intrigue. It was clear that Amelia’s presence had just become the focal point of the entire office.

“Well, I guess we don’t have to worry about waking her up now,” Rossi murmured with a smirk, folding his arms across his chest. JJ, still stunned, could only nod in agreement as she took in the sight of the young girl standing beside Penelope.

Penelope crouched slightly to Amelia’s level, her voice warm and gentle. “Amelia, can I introduce you to someone?”

Amelia, clearly eager but containing her excitement in a way only a twelve-year-old could, looked up at her mother with a small, affectionate smile. “Sure, Mom.”

Penelope’s heart swelled at how effortlessly the word ‘Mom’ now left Amelia’s lips. It was still new, still something Amelia was getting used to saying, but each time, it melted Penelope’s heart a little more.

She turned to JJ, her expression filled with emotion. “Amelia, this is your Aunt JJ.” She paused, glancing at her best friend, who looked momentarily overwhelmed, her breath catching slightly. “Remember her from the stories Nonno and I have told you?”

Amelia’s eyes brightened with recognition. “Yeah! Hi,” she said, giving a small but confident wave. “I think I know you from stories. But now I get to see you for real.”

JJ chuckled softly, stepping forward with warmth in her eyes. “Well, hello, Amelia. It’s truly a pleasure to meet you.”

“I’m happy to meet you too!” Amelia responded enthusiastically. Then, with the innocent curiosity of a child, she added, “You’re like, Mom’s best friend or something, right? She said you’re the closest thing to a sister she’s ever had.”

JJ’s heart clenched at the sincerity in Amelia’s voice. She glanced at Penelope, then back at the girl in front of her. “Yeah, I am,” she confirmed with a smile. “And your mom is actually the godmother to my little boy, Henry. He’s four.”

At the mention of a child close to her age, Amelia perked up. “Wait—really? That’s so cool! Do you have pictures?”

JJ grinned, already pulling her phone out of her pocket. “Oh, I have tons. Want to see?”

“Yes, please!” Amelia said eagerly, stepping closer.

JJ cast a glance toward Penelope and then Rossi. “Hey, how about me and you stay here and get to know each other while your mom and Nonno go talk about some important things for a little bit?”

Amelia hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “Yeah, that sounds good.” Then, she caught the slight tension in Penelope’s posture. She could tell her mom was hesitant to leave her.

With a reassuring look, Amelia added, “Mom, I’ll be fine. JJ is an agent with a gun. You and Nonno need to go figure out how to stop my dad from coming after us, okay?”

Penelope blinked, both impressed and heartbroken by Amelia’s maturity. She wanted to argue, to say she didn’t want to leave her daughter’s side even for a second. But she knew Amelia was right.

“Only if you’re sure, bug.”

Amelia gave her a small smile. “I am. Go.”

Penelope sighed, nodding, before turning toward Rossi. But just as she took a step away, Amelia’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

“Wait—Mom!”

Penelope immediately turned back, concern flashing across her face. “What is it, bug?”

Amelia didn’t answer with words at first. Instead, she rushed forward, wrapping her arms tightly around Penelope’s waist. Penelope froze for just a moment before hugging her daughter just as fiercely, closing her eyes and pressing a kiss to the top of Amelia’s head.

“I love you,” Amelia whispered against her mother’s shoulder.

Penelope swallowed past the lump in her throat, her voice thick with emotion. “I love you too, Meels. So much.” She held onto Amelia for a few more moments, soaking in the warmth of her embrace before reluctantly pulling away.

JJ watched the exchange, feeling the weight of the moment settle over her like a warm blanket. Amelia was special. That much was already clear.

Penelope wiped at her eyes quickly and turned back to Rossi. “Let’s go.”

With one last glance at Amelia, she followed Rossi out of the room, her heart full but her mind heavy. She knew that whatever conversation awaited her, it wouldn’t be easy. But for Amelia, she would face anything.

Penelope walked into the round table room with Rossi at her side. The air in the room was thick with unspoken questions, the tension so tangible it made her stomach twist. Hotch gave her a slight, reassuring smile, but it did little to soothe the dread creeping up her spine. Morgan and Reid, however, were not so kind. Their expressions held something more than surprise—betrayal. And then there was Emily, standing slightly apart, her gaze unreadable, as if unsure how to react.

Hotch was the first to speak. "Is Amelia okay?"

Penelope nodded, her voice steady despite the storm raging inside of her. "Yeah, she's okay. She's still a little bit shell-shocked, but she's okay." She hesitated, looking at Morgan and Reid, already sensing the anger simmering beneath the surface. "Guys... I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you."

Morgan's voice was sharp, filled with frustration and something close to hurt. "We’re meant to be a family, and you couldn’t even trust us enough to tell us you had a kid?"

Penelope exhaled slowly, trying to keep herself composed. "I know you guys are mad at me... especially because you were looking out for me. But trust me when I tell you that I needed to do this. I needed to keep Amelia safe. That was my priority. That had to be my priority. I'm sorry... but I don't regret keeping Amelia hidden... I don't regret that decision."

Morgan scoffed, his voice rising. "You don’t regret lying to us for years?"

Penelope blinked, stunned. "What? You... you think I was hiding her from you for years? Do you think I would be capable of that?"

Morgan folded his arms, his frustration boiling over. "Well, all of this is making me think I never really knew you, Penelope. I suppose we all got so caught up we forgot about your criminal background. And now, your dirty laundry is being aired, and I don’t recognize you."

Rossi stepped forward, his voice firm and protective. "Hey. That’s enough, Morgan. I won't stand for you judging Penelope or questioning her honesty over this. She did exactly what needed to be done. And, just so you know, Amelia was adopted nine months ago. Not years ago. And I don't blame Penelope for her choices. She was just trying to protect her daughter."

Reid's brow furrowed as he tried to make sense of the information. "But... I don’t understand. We have evidence that you dated Sean fourteen years ago... the timeline adds up for her to be biologically yours. I’m guessing you gave her up for adoption? Maybe because of what she represented?"

Penelope stared at him, her breath catching in her throat. She felt like the ground had been pulled out from beneath her. "What? No... no, that's not correct. Amelia isn't biologically mine. But... her mother... was a friend of mine. And I promised I would take care of her if anything ever happened. And... she died. And so... that's why I have Amelia now."

Reid was still processing. "She died nine months ago, and then you gained custody of Amelia?"

A sharp breath escaped from both Penelope and Rossi. That wasn’t what had happened—not even close. The truth was far worse, far more painful.

Rossi, sensing the weight of what was about to come, placed a hand on Penelope’s shoulder. His voice was steady, but there was an unmistakable edge of urgency. "Kiddo… it’s time we know the full story."

Penelope swallowed hard, looking around the room at her team—her family. She knew she owed them the truth, but saying it out loud made it all too real. She took a shaky breath, ready to finally tell them everything.

"Amelia didn't just come into my life nine months ago. She spent two years on the streets looking for me—And I… I had no idea she existed. Until the day she found me."

The room fell into stunned silence, the weight of her words settling over them like a heavy fog. And as Penelope prepared to tell them everything, she knew that nothing would ever be the same again.

Penelope took a deep breath, steadying herself. The room was heavy with silence, all eyes locked on her, waiting. She glanced at Emily, guilt flickering in her eyes before she spoke.

"Umm… Amelia found me nine months ago. I was…" she hesitated, looking down briefly, her fingers gripping the edge of the table. "I was at a support group for people who have lost someone. I wasn’t... I wasn’t coping very well with Emily’s death, and I didn’t feel like I could talk to you guys about it because… well, we were all a mess."

Reid, ever the logical one, tilted his head slightly, his brows furrowing. "She... found you? She was looking for you?"

Penelope nodded, her throat tightening. "Sophie—Amelia’s biological mother—had been lying to her for years. She stayed with Sean and the underground group, but she didn’t raise Amelia… Sean did. Sophie told Amelia that I was her mother and that she had to escape the network and find me. Amelia was only nine when she ran. Two weeks after she escaped, Sophie was found dead. But yeah… Amelia was looking for me because she had been led to believe I was her biological mother, the only one who could protect her from Sean."

Emily’s expression softened. "So you're telling me that you... weren't aware of Amelia even existing until only nine months ago?"

"Yeah. I didn’t know she existed." Penelope’s voice cracked slightly. "And then I had to break that little girl’s heart and tell her it was impossible for me to be her mother. Jamie had seen her at the shelter where he works and knew she was homeless, so I offered her a bed for the night and promised to find her real mom. That’s when I found that Sophie had embedded an encrypted message on Amelia’s birth certificate, begging me to take her in and keep her hidden from Sean."

Emily swallowed, her voice quiet, almost hesitant. "So… you promised to take care of Amelia, even though she isn't biologically yours?"

Penelope nodded, a fierce protectiveness flashing in her eyes. "She had no one else. Nowhere else to go. And I know how evil Sean is." Her voice dropped to a whisper as she looked down, ashamed. "He abused me for years. My only way out was to get arrested. I needed to protect her." A tear slipped down her cheek, and she brushed it away quickly, her voice shaking. "I know you guys don’t think it was the right choice… but I would make it over and over again. That little girl is my whole world. I… I would happily die if it meant I knew she was safe."

Reid, quiet until now, finally spoke, his voice steady but gentle. "Penelope, I understand why you made the choices that you made. I know what kind of person you are, and I know how much you love Amelia. I would never doubt that. And, just so you know, I think you did the right thing… for what it’s worth."

Penelope’s breath hitched as she looked up at him, her lips parting in shock and relief. "Thank you, Spence."

Reid shot her a small, awkward smile, the tension in the room shifting slightly. But Morgan still stared at Penelope, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. He had calmed somewhat, but the frustration still simmered beneath the surface.

"Penelope, your reasoning makes sense, and I respect you for trying to protect a child... but you didn't tell us any of this. You lied to us for nine months. And now? We find out the truth like this… from your daughter."

Penelope’s expression fell, disappointment creeping into her features. "I know, but if Sean had figured out I had her? I knew she’d be in danger, and—"

Morgan cut her off. "Well, she’s in danger now anyway!"

Penelope’s eyes blazed as she snapped, "Don’t you yell at me, Derek! I’ve put all of us through hell trying to keep Amelia safe. She’s in danger now? Yes, I guess she is. But that doesn’t make what I did any less right. This is about a child’s life. MY CHILD’S LIFE. So don’t you dare sit here and judge me when you’ve never been in a situation like this before."

Morgan scoffed, muttering under his breath, "Yeah, well, I wouldn’t be because I don’t have scummy criminal exes."

The words sliced through her like a knife. Penelope had never truly fought with Morgan before. Not like this. But that? That was too far. Her hands clenched into fists as she stood, fire in her eyes.

"Listen to me for one second, okay, hothead? The second you decide to raise a kid, then maybe—then—you can make judgments about what I should have done. But it sure as hell isn’t your place to say anything when you don’t know a damn thing about the situation I was in. So maybe back off and mind your own business from now on, got it? Because this is none of your goddamn business."

Silence crashed over the room. Morgan’s jaw tensed, his nostrils flaring, but he said nothing. Penelope shook her head, her heart pounding in her chest.

Hotch finally spoke, cutting through the tension with his steady, authoritative voice. "We need to find Sean. Penelope, is there anyone else who knows about Amelia? Someone Sean could target?"

Penelope’s face went pale. "Oh god… I have to call Jamie. I have to warn him."

Rossi stepped forward, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "I’ll call him. Tell him to come here. We’ll keep the three of you on lockdown at the BAU until we’ve dealt with Sean."

He stepped away, already dialing Jamie’s number. Meanwhile, Emily’s expression flickered—just for a moment—with something Penelope couldn’t quite place. But she had no time to dwell on it.

The only thing that mattered now was keeping Amelia safe.

 Penelope’s heart pounded as she stood in the roundtable room, facing her team. Hotch’s measured voice broke through the tension.

“Penelope… if it’s okay, I think it would be beneficial for all of us to officially meet Amelia. She lived with Sean for nine years, and I understand you don’t want her to relive that, but it may be our only way to find him.”

The words made her stomach twist. Penelope didn’t want to put Amelia through that kind of interrogation. She had worked so hard to build a safe space for her daughter, a life that was free from fear. But Hotch was right. There was no other way. She took a shaky breath, looking at him with reluctant understanding.

“Yes... okay,” she said quietly. “I'll bring Amelia here, and I'll introduce her to everyone. And I’ll... I'll try to have her answer your questions.”

Reid, ever the peacemaker, offered her a small smile. “She’s part of the family now.”

The warmth in his voice helped ease some of her nerves, but as she looked at Morgan, her anxiety returned. He still wore that hardened, disappointed look. Emily, on the other hand, seemed to be battling some internal conflict of her own. The tension in the room was thick.

Penelope hesitated, eyes flickering over them all. “Alright. I'll go get Amelia now. But... I really hope you guys will be nice to her.”

Hotch’s response was firm. “I’m sure we can all put aside our personal feelings to make Amelia feel welcome.”

His warning glance toward Morgan and Emily made it clear that their emotions needed to take a backseat. This wasn’t about them. It was about Amelia’s safety. Morgan shifted uncomfortably but didn’t argue. Emily remained silent, her expression unreadable.

Penelope didn’t wait for further debate. She turned on her heel and left the room, her heart racing as she made her way back to Rossi’s office. Stepping inside, she was met with the heartwarming sight of Amelia and JJ giggling together.

“Aunt JJ! There’s no way you’ll be able to pitch better than me,” Amelia challenged with a grin. “I’m the best.”

JJ chuckled, shaking her head in amusement. “Oh, is that so? I guess I’ll just have to prove you wrong.”

For a moment, Penelope let herself bask in the simple joy of watching Amelia bond with someone so easily. It was a rare sight, one she wanted to hold on to. But reality crashed back down. She took a deep breath and spoke gently.

“Hey, Meels... I’m back. Do you think you're ready to come and meet everyone else?”

The shift in Amelia was immediate. Her confidence wavered, and the bright spark in her eyes dimmed.

“What... what if they don’t like me?” she asked in a small, uncertain voice.

Penelope’s heart clenched. She stepped forward and cupped Amelia’s cheek, her thumb gently brushing against the soft skin.

“Bug... they will like you. I know they will. Besides, they just want to meet you and ask a few questions. It’ll be fine. Don’t worry, okay?”

Amelia fidgeted with her hands, her nervous energy palpable. “But I’ve heard you and Nonno talk about the team... they’re your family. If they don’t like me, what if you don’t like me anymore? Especially with Dad causing all this trouble—”

JJ’s expression softened as she watched Amelia retreat into herself, recognizing the deep-seated fear of rejection taking hold. Just moments ago, she had been a bright, playful child. Now, she was the picture of uncertainty and insecurity. JJ had seen it before—signs of trauma, of a child desperate for love and validation.

Penelope’s heart ached at her words. She knelt in front of Amelia, her voice steady but full of warmth. “Amelia... Bug... I love you. Nothing could ever make me like you any less. And the team? They're like family to me. They’re amazing people. They will like you, and they will take great care of you. Just... trust me, okay?”

JJ crouched beside them, offering her own reassurance. “Everyone you’ve met from the team so far has been great, haven’t they, Meels?”

Amelia hesitated, then nodded, though the nervousness didn’t fully disappear.

Penelope smiled, holding out her hand. “Together.”

The single word held so much weight between them. It was their code. The promise Penelope had made from the start—to never let Amelia feel alone, to always face things side by side.

Amelia inhaled deeply, searching Penelope’s face. Then, with a small but determined smile, she took her mother’s hand, gripping it tightly.

“Together,” she echoed. Her voice was stronger now. She straightened her shoulders, steeling herself. “Okay. Let’s go meet them.”

Penelope squeezed her hand, offering one last reassuring smile before leading Amelia out of the office and down the hall, toward the waiting team. Toward the unknown. But whatever was ahead, they would face it together.

Penelope walked into the round table room, Amelia’s small hand clutched tightly in her own. JJ followed just behind them, a reassuring presence in the tense atmosphere. As they entered, Penelope scanned the room, taking in the mixed expressions of her team. She shot Emily and Morgan a silent warning look—one that begged them to keep their emotions in check, at least for Amelia’s sake.

Amelia, for all her brave talk before, immediately shrank behind Penelope as they stepped further into the room. Her fingers curled tightly around her mother’s, her grip like a vice as she took in the unfamiliar faces of Spencer Reid, Derek Morgan, and Aaron Hotchner. Rossi, Emily, and JJ had already earned a small measure of her trust, but the others? They were strangers. Strangers who looked far too serious for her liking.

Penelope felt the tremor in Amelia’s hand and gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze. Smiling softly at her daughter, she turned her attention to the team, exhaling slowly before speaking.

“So, um… everyone,” she started, her voice gentle but steady. “I’d like you to meet… my daughter. Amelia.”

The room was silent for a brief moment before a small, timid voice filled the space.

“Hello,” Amelia said, barely above a whisper.

Rossi, always the one to ease tension, smiled warmly at the girl. “No need to be shy, kiddo. They’re not as scary as they look… I promise.”

Amelia nodded slightly, shifting from behind Penelope to her side, though she still kept a tight grip on her mother’s hand. Her eyes darted toward Hotch, Reid, and Morgan—still wary of the men she hadn’t yet spoken to. Sensing her nervousness, Penelope reached down and ran her fingers through Amelia’s hair in a soothing motion, offering her silent comfort.

Morgan, who had been brooding just moments ago, softened as he watched Amelia’s hesitancy. He could see now what Penelope had been protecting all this time. He still had feelings about the situation, but now? Now, it wasn’t about that. It was about making sure this little girl felt safe.

Reid, ever perceptive, decided to break the silence in the most non-threatening way possible. His voice was warm as he smiled at Amelia. “Hello, Amelia. I’m Spencer Reid. Is that a sports jersey you’re wearing?”

Amelia’s eyes flickered with curiosity as she looked at him, then brightened slightly. “Yeah! I just got on the baseball team,” she said with a little more enthusiasm. “Also, I know who you are. My mom and Nonno told me stories.”

The team collectively looked toward Rossi, realization dawning on their faces as they processed what she had just said. Hotch smirked slightly as Rossi’s face turned a bit red.

“Nonno, huh?” Hotch murmured, clearly amused by the new title bestowed upon their senior agent.

Ignoring the teasing looks, Rossi cleared his throat, but he couldn’t quite hide the pride in his expression.

Reid smiled at Amelia, seemingly unfazed by the revelation. “That’s cool! It must be exciting to be on the baseball team. Do you have any favorite players?”

Amelia’s nervousness seemed to lessen as she spoke excitedly. “I really like the female teams from World War II—the Peaches and Carson Shaw because she was a catcher and I’m a catcher. And those teams are cool because they were the first women to make baseball history. Mom says I can make history too.”

There was a beat of silence as the team processed the depth of knowledge coming from the twelve-year-old. Emily looked at Penelope and mouthed, ‘Wow.’ Even Morgan looked impressed.

“That’s an impressive knowledge for a twelve-year-old,” Morgan said finally. “So, you like sports, huh?”

Amelia nodded shyly. “Mhm. I love sports. I have a skateboard too! Jamie got me it for my birthday.”

Morgan grinned, sensing an opportunity to bond with her. “A skateboard, huh? So… you’re a skater girl. You like skating and baseball. You’re a real sports girl, huh?”

Amelia hesitated, shifting on her feet. “Yeah… is that okay?”

Penelope, sensing her daughter’s sudden nervousness, stroked her hair adoringly. “It’s super cool, Meels.”

Relief washed over Amelia’s face, and she smiled up at her mother. Morgan, watching the interaction, felt a pang of guilt. He had been so caught up in his feelings about Penelope’s secrecy that he hadn’t considered what Amelia had been through.

Morgan smiled warmly at the girl. “Yeah, it is very cool. We don’t get many sports girls around here, so it’s a nice change.”

Emily, who had been quietly observing, spoke next, her tone gentle. “Amelia… there might be something we want to ask you about. It… it might be upsetting to you, but would you be okay with answering some questions?”

Amelia’s grip on Penelope’s hand tightened again. She wasn’t sure what kind of questions they were going to ask, but she had a feeling it had to do with her father. Her stomach twisted uncomfortably at the thought.

She looked up at her mother, searching her face for guidance. Penelope, always knowing exactly what her daughter needed, gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Together?” she whispered.

Amelia took a deep breath, exhaling shakily. Then, with a determined nod, she whispered back, “Together.”

Penelope stood by Amelia's side, her arm wrapped around the girl’s small shoulders, as they faced the team. The room was thick with an uneasy silence, a contrast to the usual steady hum of conversation that filled the BAU's round table meetings. Every single agent in the room could feel it—this wasn’t just an interrogation. This was an unearthing of a young girl’s trauma, a delicate excavation of the horrors she had been forced to endure.

Amelia’s fingers clenched Penelope’s hand tightly, her knuckles white from the force. She swallowed hard before she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. “You need to ask me about my dad, don’t you?” she said. “And about the boy who punched me today?”

Emily nodded gently, her heart clenching at the fear in the girl’s eyes. “Yes… that’s right, sweetheart. We just—” she hesitated, not wanting to push Amelia too fast, “—we need to understand what he was like, what you remember. Anything that might help us find him.”

Amelia hesitated, her gaze dropping to the table. “Mom… this might upset you.”

Penelope felt a chill creep down her spine. She had never pried into Amelia’s past beyond what the girl was comfortable sharing. She knew her daughter had suffered under Sean’s care, but how deep that suffering ran… she had never wanted to force her to relive it. But now, she had no choice. If it meant protecting Amelia and stopping Sean, she had to listen. She had to be strong for her daughter.

“Oh, bug…” Penelope’s voice was thick with emotion, but she steadied herself. “You can tell me anything. I can handle it. We’ll handle it together, okay?”

At the familiar code word, Amelia’s body relaxed just slightly. She took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay… I’m ready.”

Hotch leaned forward, his expression softer than usual. “Amelia, when you lived with your father… do you remember where that was?”

Amelia furrowed her brows, thinking back. “We lived… we lived in a little house near the woods. We could hear the animals outside, and there was a river nearby.”

Hotch exchanged a look with Rossi. “Did he ever mention what state you were in? Or why you were there?”

Amelia glanced down at her hands, fingers twisting together. “I think… I think he said we were in Iowa. But he always told me to stay away from the windows. I didn’t understand why.”

Hotch’s jaw tightened. “Did you ever leave the house?”

Amelia’s expression darkened. She hesitated before shaking her head. “No. No, I didn’t. I was only allowed outside to…” She trailed off, her eyes darting toward Penelope as though silently asking for help.

Penelope’s heart shattered at the silent plea, but she gave Amelia’s hand a small squeeze, encouraging her to continue.

Amelia’s voice was barely audible. “To go to the bathroom.”

The silence in the room was suffocating. No one moved. No one even breathed. Rossi clenched his fists under the table, his usual charm and composure gone. Hotch’s face darkened, his eyes stormy with restrained fury. Emily’s throat tightened, her mind spinning with the implications of what Amelia was saying.

Rossi finally broke the silence. “Wasn’t there a bathroom in the house, kiddo?”

“Yes,” Amelia admitted, her voice quivering. “But my dad… he didn’t let me use it.”

Penelope felt bile rise in her throat. She held Amelia even closer, pressing a kiss to the girl’s temple. Her baby. Her sweet, brave girl had endured so much, more than any child should ever have to endure. Emily’s hands curled into fists in her lap, and Hotch had to take a slow breath to keep his own anger in check.

Rossi leaned forward slightly, his voice quieter now. “Amelia, did your dad ever talk about what he did for work?”

Amelia nodded, looking thoughtful. “Something with computers… and guns. He always had people over, and they were always on computers.”

Hotch’s sharp mind immediately started piecing together the puzzle. “When he had those people over… were they ever mean to you? Did they ever hurt you?”

Amelia shook her head. “No… um… dad was protective of me.” She hesitated, her gaze flicking up to Penelope, as if unsure whether she should continue. But she did. “He said I was his property, and he was the only one allowed to… you know…”

A violent shiver ran down Penelope’s spine. The weight of her daughter’s words crushed her, but she didn’t let it show. Instead, she stroked Amelia’s hair gently, keeping her close, making sure she felt safe. Morgan, who had been quietly observing, clenched his jaw, guilt washing over him for ever doubting Penelope’s choices.

Morgan cleared his throat, his voice softer than usual. “That’s not okay, Amelia. No one should ever say that to you.”

Amelia nodded but stayed quiet, looking down again.

Emily, ever the empathetic one, leaned forward. “Amelia… do you know if your dad hurt anyone else in the area?”

The girl hesitated, biting her lip. “He used to have his men bring people to the house. People who he said had betrayed him and his network… and then he’d make me watch.”

The room erupted in silent rage.

Emily’s hands trembled slightly in her lap. Rossi’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the edge of the table. Morgan was visibly struggling to keep his emotions in check. And Hotch—Hotch looked like he could strangle Sean with his bare hands.

Penelope shut her eyes for a brief moment, steadying her breathing. Then she pulled Amelia close again, shielding her as best as she could from the weight of her own words.

Hotch finally spoke, his voice firm but careful. “Amelia… we’re going to find him. And we’re going to make sure he never hurts you, or anyone else, ever again.”

Amelia took a shaky breath and nodded. “Okay.”

Penelope pressed another kiss to the top of Amelia’s head. “Together,” she whispered.

Amelia clung to her mother’s hand, and for the first time since the conversation had started, she whispered back. “Together.”

Amelia's grip tightened around Penelope's hand as she braced herself for the next round of questions. Her mother’s touch was warm and reassuring, a silent promise that whatever came next, they would face it together. Across the table, Hotch leaned forward slightly, his voice calm and steady.

“What about when you ran away a few years ago? Can you tell us about that?”

At this, Amelia tilted her head in surprise. Unlike the previous questions, this one didn’t make her shrink back in fear or discomfort. In fact, there was an eagerness to discuss it, a light in her eyes that hadn’t been there moments before.

“You want to know about how I ran away?” She glanced around the room, scanning each face. When no one objected, she nodded to herself and took a deep breath. “Okay… so, Sophie gave me a picture of my mom—well, Penelope—and told me to find her. She said she worked for the FBI. Then she said she would create a distraction, and I needed to run and not look back.” Amelia paused for a moment, glancing at Penelope. “I’d been beaten real bad the night before, so I was happy to run away.”

Penelope’s jaw tightened, but she said nothing, only stroked her daughter's hair in silent support.

“When it was 8 a.m., Sophie came into my cupboard and said it was showtime. She dragged me out and told my dad she was taking ‘the mutt’ outside, which meant I was going to the bathroom. But when we got outside, she just said, ‘Run.’ And I did. I ran and ran and ran until I found a town, and then I hid.” She shrugged slightly. “You know, when you’re nine, it’s easier to be on the streets. You’re small, so there’s more hiding spots.”

Penelope felt something inside her crack at those words. Amelia spoke so matter-of-factly, as if surviving on the streets was just another part of childhood. Emily pressed her lips together, her expression tight with contained emotion. Across the table, Rossi exhaled slowly, his fingers curling into a fist against the table.

Reid, however, suddenly sat forward, his eyes lighting up as though he’d pieced together something crucial.

“Amelia,” he said, his voice carrying that distinct excitement he always had when solving a puzzle. “Did you ever have to get on a long bus journey to find Penelope?”

Amelia frowned at the question but shook her head. “No.”

Reid’s expression shifted—excitement mixed with determination. “What about a train? Did you take a train to find your mom?”

Again, Amelia shook her head, confusion flickering in her wide eyes. “No… I just had to walk to the next town over. Someone told me that’s where the shelter was, and that’s where I met Jamie. Then I found Penelope a few months later.”

Emily and Penelope exchanged bewildered looks. Neither had expected Reid’s line of questioning, but he seemed to be onto something. Morgan, sensing Reid’s train of thought, leaned in as well.

“So you didn’t take any sort of bus or train when you left, Amelia?”

Reid barely waited for Amelia to confirm before he shot out of his chair, hurrying to the large map pinned to the corner of the room. Everyone turned to watch as he scanned the area with laser focus.

“I think I know where he is,” Reid declared.

Silence fell over the room before Emily found her voice. “You think... you think you know where Sean is?”

Rossi, unable to contain his impatience, pressed, “Come on, Reid. You’ve got us all on the edge of our seats. Where is he?”

Reid traced a section of the map with his finger, his voice filled with conviction. “If Amelia was always able to travel by foot during her two years on the street, then there’s only one possible woodland area where the house could be. Look at the map.” He pointed. “All the other wooded areas are surrounded by highways or rivers. She would have needed some form of public transportation to get out of those. But here—” He tapped a section of the map. “—this is the only place she could have walked away from without needing to cross major roads or find a way over water.”

Before anyone could respond, Amelia suddenly lit up, her gaze shifting past Reid toward the window. A bright, genuine smile spread across her face, momentarily breaking through the tension.

“Jamie!” she exclaimed, her voice filled with excitement.

### Chapter [X]: Unraveling the Past

Amelia's eyes lit up as she glanced out the window, her fear momentarily replaced by sheer excitement. "Jamie!" she cried, her voice filled with relief and joy. Before anyone could react, she bolted from the room, heading straight for the man who had just arrived.

Jamie barely had time to brace himself before Amelia launched into his arms. He caught her easily, laughing softly as he held her tight. "Hey, kiddo," he greeted warmly. But when he pulled back slightly to take a better look at her face, his expression darkened. He shot a quick glance at Penelope, his concern evident. As she approached, his attention returned to Amelia.

"Meels? What happened to your face, kid?"

Amelia’s excitement faded. Her fingers tightened around Jamie’s shirt as she whispered, "My dad’s back… I’m really scared, Jamie."

Without hesitation, Jamie wrapped his arms around her again, pulling her close. Penelope reached them just as he extended the embrace to include her. She didn’t resist, allowing herself to sink into the comfort of his arms, closing her eyes briefly as the weight of the moment pressed down on her.

"I’m really glad you're here," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jamie pressed a light kiss to her forehead in response, a silent promise that he was there for them both. Across the room, the team observed the interaction in silence. To everyone except Rossi, the display of closeness between Jamie and Penelope only reinforced their assumptions—Penelope and Jamie were a couple. Emily, in particular, struggled to mask her reaction. Her lips pressed together, her posture stiff. A flicker of something—jealousy, longing, or both—flashed across her face before she forced herself to focus elsewhere.

Penelope, perceptive as ever, had already noticed. She sighed internally, but there was no time to unpack Emily’s feelings right now.

Gently, she pulled away from Jamie, smoothing down Amelia’s hair as she spoke. "Meels… why don’t you show Jamie my office?"

Amelia’s eyes brightened again. "Really?" she asked, excitement creeping back into her tone.

Penelope nodded. "Yeah, show him all the cool stuff I have in there."

Eagerly, Amelia took Jamie’s hand, leading him out of the room. As they disappeared down the hallway, Emily watched them go, her jaw tightening ever so slightly. Penelope caught the look before quickly turning away.

"Let’s go back to the round table room," she said to the team, her voice firm.

The rest of the team exchanged glances before nodding. Rossi followed without hesitation, his mind focused on the case. Emily took a deep breath, forcing herself to push aside the emotions bubbling within her. She squared her shoulders and walked after Penelope, doing her best to focus on the job at hand.

But no matter how hard she tried, a small part of her couldn’t ignore the way Penelope had leaned into Jamie—or the way she wished it had been her instead.

Penelope took a deep breath, bracing herself as she looked around the room. The team’s eyes were on her, their expressions a mixture of concern and apprehension. They had spent so long chasing ghosts, trying to anticipate Sean’s next move. Now, they had a lead. But they needed a solid plan, and she was certain she was the key to making it work.

“So… we know where Sean is,” Penelope began, forcing her voice to stay steady, “but if we just barge in there, he’ll run, won’t he? We need a plan. A way to get to him.”

Rossi sighed, rubbing his chin. “We can probably sneak in unnoticed, but the thing is, we don’t know the layout of the house. We don’t know if there are boobytraps or cameras. The guy isn’t normal. He could be set up for anything.”

Hotch folded his arms, his gaze dark and unwavering. “He’d probably try to run, yes. That’s a given. He’s also very dangerous. But we can’t sit around and wait for him to do something else. He’s already killed nineteen people. If we’re too slow, that number will only rise. We have to act now.”

Penelope’s fingers curled into fists as she looked at them, her resolve hardening. “Send me in.”

The reaction was immediate.

“No,” Emily snapped, the vehemence in her voice startling everyone.

Penelope didn’t back down. “We need to talk to him. In order to do that, I could go in as a hostage. It would be too risky to go in there with guns blazing.”

Emily stepped forward, eyes blazing with anger and something Penelope recognized all too well—fear. “No. Penelope, he’s dangerous, and we know he’s after you. Sending you in there is giving him exactly what he wants. Based on what Amelia told us earlier, he won’t hesitate to hurt you. No way.”

Penelope held Emily’s gaze, her own steady. “I’m not afraid of him anymore. If he harms a single hair on my head, that will give us all the cause we need to use lethal force. No, Emily. We can’t send anyone else in there because he’ll recognize if we send an entire team. He knows my face. But he won’t recognize any of you.”

Emily clenched her jaw, shaking her head. “So you want us to be okay with just sending you straight into the arms of your abuser? You want us to let you get hurt?”

Penelope’s voice was calm, firm. “You’re missing the point, Emily. If we have the element of surprise, we have a much better chance of capturing him. And I can defend myself. I won’t let him hurt me.”

Emily’s hands curled into fists. “It’s too big a risk.”

Hotch’s voice cut through the tension. “Emily, what if Penelope’s right? It’s a risk, I agree. But sending someone in could get us a few steps closer, rather than waiting and reacting too late.”

The rest of the team nodded in agreement. Penelope and Emily locked eyes again, unspoken words passing between them. Emily’s expression softened, desperation replacing anger.

“Penelope… please,” Emily said, voice barely above a whisper.

“I’m not afraid of him anymore,” Penelope repeated, her voice unyielding. “I’m going to be fine. I’m not going to let him hurt me again.” She took a deep breath. “No one tells Amelia where I’ve gone. She’ll just worry.”

Hotch nodded. “We’ll handle any questions from Amelia if they come up. But I don’t want any surprises from her. She’s been through enough already.”

Emily looked at Hotch, then back at Penelope. “Penelope, you’re going to be in danger. You know that, right? This guy is insane.”

Rossi exhaled. “Yeah. Sending you in there… it’s risky.”

Penelope’s jaw tightened. “I need to do this. We’re running out of time.”

Morgan, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, finally spoke. “Babygirl, you don’t even like shooting a gun.”

Penelope hesitated before responding, looking at Rossi. “Actually… Rossi’s been teaching me after work. I’ve got a pretty good aim now. And if I have to protect Amelia by doing something I’m normally against, I will.”

The room fell silent. Surprise flickered across the team’s faces. Rossi gave her a small, approving nod. Emily still didn’t like it, but she looked… impressed. They had always known Penelope as the warm, compassionate one. But this version of Penelope? She was fierce. Determined. A mother willing to do whatever it took to protect her child.

JJ forced a smile. “There’s the mama bear. Kinda scary.” She was teasing, trying to cut the tension, but worry still lingered in her tone.

Hotch turned serious again. “Okay. Penelope, we’ll put a vest under your clothes and a wire. You’ll have two guns—one and a spare. We’ll be outside. We’ll travel on foot while you lead Sean’s men via car. Say what you need to say to get him to incriminate himself and get him out of the house so we can detain him. Understood?”

Penelope nodded, standing straighter. “I’m not going to disappoint you. We’re going to catch this sick bastard and finally give Amelia the life she deserves.”

Penelope took a deep breath as she followed Emily into the women's locker room, her heart pounding in anticipation of what was to come. This was it. The moment before she put herself in danger, before she walked straight into the arms of a man who had haunted her nightmares. And yet, she felt resolute. This was the right call. She had to do this.

JJ had gone off to retrieve the bulletproof vest, leaving the two of them alone. The locker room was quiet except for the dull hum of the overhead lights. Penelope turned to speak, to thank Emily for her support, but before she could get the words out, Emily closed the distance between them and kissed her.

It was sudden, desperate, and filled with a longing that caught Penelope completely off guard. A thousand memories flooded her mind in that instant—the late nights, the stolen glances, the brief and passionate affair they had shared before Emily faked her own death. Before Penelope had been forced to grieve her.

For a second, Penelope was frozen. Then, as if instinct took over, she melted into the kiss, her arms wrapping around Emily’s waist, holding her close. The feeling of Emily’s lips against hers was a rush of warmth and familiarity, a reminder of something they had never truly finished. But just as quickly as it had begun, Penelope pulled away, breathless and reeling. Her cheeks burned as she looked up at Emily, their faces still so close that she could feel the warmth of Emily’s breath.

Emily’s dark eyes were searching, filled with emotion, vulnerability, and something else—fear.

"You don’t get to die on me, Penelope Garcia. Okay?" Emily whispered, her voice husky and raw.

Penelope swallowed, anger and sadness swirling within her. Of all people, Emily had no right to say that—not after everything. Not after Penelope had mourned her, grieved her, only to have her come back without a single word of warning. It wasn’t fair.

She took a step back, putting much-needed space between them. "Let’s focus on the wire," she said, her voice quiet but firm.

Emily exhaled sharply, nodding as she turned toward the equipment. The air between them remained thick with tension as she retrieved the wire they would use to communicate with Penelope in the field. With careful hands, Emily began attaching it to Penelope’s clothing. They avoided eye contact, but the weight of their unspoken words lingered.

The door creaked open, breaking the heavy silence.

"Okay! I have the bulletproof vest," JJ announced cheerfully, oblivious to the shift in energy between them. She held up the vest proudly, looking between the two women with curiosity at their silence.

Penelope forced a smile, reaching for the vest. Emily stepped back, her jaw tight, her hands clenched at her sides. JJ handed over the vest, but she was already moving forward with business.

"So, Penelope, walk us through your plan. How are you going to get Sean out of the house?"

Penelope took a breath, collecting herself. "We can’t rush in guns blazing. That would scare him off, and we don’t know what he’d do if he thought he was under immediate threat. You see him as a monster, but Amelia..." she hesitated, voice softer now. "She sees him as a loving father. I know she’s wrong, but that’s her reality right now. So I need to make him think I’m not a threat."

JJ tilted her head, thinking. "You’re going to seduce him, aren’t you?"

Penelope nodded grimly. "That’s the plan. If I can get close enough, I can lure him out of the house."

JJ grinned, nodding approvingly. "Clever. Risky, but clever."

Emily, however, was deathly silent.

Penelope hesitated before speaking again. "Hey, Jayge?"

JJ looked up. "Yeah?"

Penelope swallowed hard. "If something goes wrong, I have a letter I’ve written for Amelia. It’s in my safe at home. Jamie knows the code. I want you and Jamie to give it to her as her godparents. In the safe, there’s also my will and any legal documents needed to keep Amelia safe."

JJ nodded, taking out her phone to make a note. "Understood. We’ll take care of everything if something goes wrong. But I’m sure it won’t come to that. You’re not gonna let anything happen to you, Penelope."

"Hang on, no," Emily interjected, her voice tight. "Stop talking like that, Penelope. You’re not—nothing will happen."

Penelope glanced at her, understanding the desperation behind her words. But she had to be realistic. "Emily, I have to face the truth. It’s possible things will go wrong. I can’t pretend they won’t. I’ve gotten through worse, but the point is that I can’t guarantee—"

Before she could finish, Emily turned on her heel and stormed out of the room, the door swinging shut behind her.

JJ and Penelope exchanged a glance. JJ looked confused, but Penelope... she just felt exhausted.

"I really don’t mean to be fatalistic. I’m not saying something bad will definitely happen. I just need to make sure Amelia is taken care of."

JJ reached out, squeezing her shoulder. "Hey... I know. Pen, I’m a mother too. I probably get it more than anyone here."

Penelope let out a small breath of relief, grateful for JJ’s understanding.

She was ready. Ready to face Sean. Ready to put an end to this nightmare. Ready to protect her daughter, no matter the cost.

Even if it meant breaking Emily’s heart in the process.

The fluorescent lights of the hospital waiting room buzzed faintly, casting an eerie glow over the stark white walls. Rossi sat hunched over in one of the stiff chairs, his hands bloodied, his thoughts tangled in a storm of worry and regret. He was troubled—more than troubled.

His fingers curled against his knee as he replayed the events that led them here, the tension from earlier in the night gnawing at his insides. His mind drifted back to just before Penelope had left.

---

She had been adjusting the wire beneath her blouse, ensuring everything was in place before she went in. Rossi had approached her, his presence warm, steady—a paternal force in her life that she had always appreciated.

“So… those feelings with Emily aren’t in the past, kiddo, are they?” Rossi’s voice was soft, but the knowing smile on his face made it clear that he already knew the answer.

Penelope sighed, pausing for a moment before glancing over at Emily, who stood rigidly across the room, arms crossed, jaw clenched. “You’re right, Rossi. They aren’t in the past.” She exhaled, rubbing her palms together as if trying to rid herself of some unseen weight. “We both still have feelings for each other. But right now, I need to put all of that aside so I can focus. Emily and I are in an awkward place, but Sean is the priority. Amelia is the priority.”

Rossi nodded, his gaze flickering toward Emily, who was stealing glances at Penelope, her expression a storm of emotions. “Awkward because Emily is stomping around like a jealous, overprotective lover?”

Penelope nearly snorted, pressing her lips together to stifle a laugh. “Rossi.” She shook her head, but she couldn’t deny the truth in his words. Emily had been… intense. Overwhelmingly so. The way she had kissed her in the locker room, the desperate grip of her hands, the look in her eyes—Penelope had felt it all. And yet, Emily was also pushing, pulling, struggling with something she refused to name.

“I love her,” Penelope admitted, the words feeling both freeing and suffocating all at once. “But I can’t think about that right now. If I get distracted, if I make a mistake, it could cost Amelia her safety. It could cost us everything.”

Rossi studied her for a long moment before placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Then focus on the mission. Finally getting Amelia safe. Emily… she’ll figure herself out in time.”

Penelope nodded. Rossi was right. He always was. Emily’s emotions weren’t something she could carry on her shoulders right now. The mission came first. Amelia came first. Everything else had to wait.

As if sensing her gaze, Emily turned, their eyes locking from across the room. The intensity in Emily’s expression was almost too much to bear. There was something raw in her stare, something unspoken yet heavy with meaning.

Penelope inhaled sharply, forcing herself to look away.

“Alright,” she murmured. “I know you’re right. Thanks, Rossi.”

Rossi squeezed her shoulder once before stepping back. “Be careful, kid.”

Penelope nodded, steeling herself. One last glance at Emily. One last breath. Then she turned and walked away.

---

Rossi blinked, snapping back to the present, to the waiting room, to the blood on his hands.

The doors to the emergency room remained closed, no news coming through, the silence stretching on. He exhaled shakily, rubbing a hand down his face.

He just hoped that Penelope would keep her promise—that she would come back to them. That she would come back to Emily.

Because, despite everything, Emily still hadn’t learned how to live without her.

Penelope took a steadying breath as she stepped out of the car, forcing herself to exude a confidence she didn’t fully feel. The wire pressed against her skin beneath her clothes, a lifeline to the team waiting outside. The vest was hidden, uncomfortable but necessary.

The house loomed ahead, an old but well-kept building with drawn curtains that obscured whatever was inside. Sean was expecting her. He had always been good at making her feel small, at pulling the strings in such a way that she doubted herself. But not tonight.

Not anymore.

She knocked. Three short raps, then a pause. Her pulse thrummed in her ears. A moment later, the door creaked open, and there he was.

Sean stood in the doorway, a slow, satisfied smirk curling his lips. His dark eyes raked over her, taking in her appearance as if cataloging every inch.

“Penelope,” he said smoothly, his voice thick with amusement. “You came.”

She forced a nervous smile, lowering her eyes just enough to sell the role. “I had to.”

Sean stepped aside, motioning her in. The second she crossed the threshold, she felt the shift in power—his home, his rules. But she wasn’t the same woman who had once cowered under his gaze.

“You didn’t bring the kid,” Sean noted, closing the door with a quiet click. His voice was deceptively light, but she could hear the edge beneath it.

“She doesn’t know I’m here,” Penelope replied, tucking her hands into the pockets of her coat to steady them. “She wouldn’t understand.”

Sean chuckled, circling her like a predator. “Smart girl.”

She felt the weight of his gaze, analyzing, searching for weaknesses. It was a game they had played before, but this time, she was prepared.

“You’ve been avoiding me, Penelope,” he continued, his voice turning colder. “You and your little team of FBI friends.”

Penelope shrugged. “I’ve been trying to do what’s best for Amelia.”

Sean scoffed. “Best for Amelia? You mean keeping her from me?” His expression darkened. “I know you’ve been telling her things. Trying to turn her against me.”

Penelope lifted her chin, careful to maintain a balance between defiance and submission. “She deserves the truth.”

Sean’s hand moved fast—too fast—but he didn’t strike her. Instead, his fingers curled under her chin, tilting her face up so she had no choice but to meet his gaze.

“Careful,” he murmured, his grip tightening. “You forget who you’re dealing with.”

Penelope swallowed down the revulsion curling in her stomach. This close, she could see the flicker of something unstable in his eyes. He wasn’t just playing with her—he was testing her.

“You’re right,” she said softly. “I do forget sometimes. That’s why I came.”

She felt his grip loosen just slightly.

“I wanted to see you. To talk. Just us.” She let the words drip with forced sincerity. “Amelia still loves you, Sean. That hasn’t changed.”

Sean’s expression shifted, the tension in his body lessening. He wanted to believe her. Needed to.

“Is that so?” he mused, stepping back, releasing her. “Then why do I get the feeling this is a trap?”

Penelope let out a short, breathy laugh. “If this were a trap, don’t you think they’d be breaking down the door by now?”

Sean considered this, his paranoia warring with his ego. Then, finally, he gave a slow nod. “You always were a smooth talker.”

Penelope smiled, forcing herself to step closer, every fiber of her being screaming at her to stay back. “You know me, Sean. I just want to make things right.”

Sean studied her for a long moment before he exhaled, tension leaking from his shoulders. He turned away, walking toward a small bar cart against the wall. Penelope let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Then, he spoke again.

“You made a mistake coming here alone.”

The shift was instantaneous. The air thickened, her instincts flaring to life. Sean turned back to her, gun now in hand, the barrel gleaming in the dim light.

Penelope’s heart slammed against her ribs, but she forced herself to remain still.

“You really thought you could outsmart me?” Sean asked, tilting his head. “That I wouldn’t see through this little act?”

Her mind raced. She needed to keep him talking, needed to get him out of the house.

“I came here for Amelia,” she said firmly. “I came here because, for better or worse, you’re still her father.”

Sean let out a slow, mocking laugh. “And yet, you were ready to have me arrested.”

His finger hovered over the trigger. Penelope held her breath.

Then, from outside, a sound. Faint, but just enough.

Sean’s head snapped toward the window, the brief distraction all the confirmation he needed that he wasn’t as alone with her as he thought.

Penelope didn’t hesitate.

She moved fast, years of suppressed instincts kicking in. Her hand shot out, grabbing the lamp from the side table and smashing it into Sean’s arm. The gun clattered to the floor, and she lunged.

Sean fought back, stronger, fueled by rage. He caught her wrist, twisting it, sending pain lancing up her arm. But Penelope was done being the victim. With a fierce snarl, she drove her knee into his stomach, sending him stumbling back.

The front door burst open.

Emily was first through, gun raised. The rest of the team followed.

Sean barely had time to recover before Emily fired a warning shot, the bullet embedding itself just inches from his head.

“Don’t. Move.”

He wasn't going down that easily.
Before she could react, he yanked her back against him, pressing the cold steel of his gun to her temple. The world seemed to slow as she heard the collective gasp of her team.
"Back off!" Sean shouted, his voice wild with desperation. "You think you can just take me? After everything? You take one more step, and she dies!"
Penelope’s breath was shaky, but her mind was clear. She could feel Sean’s erratic breathing, the slight tremor in his hand. He was cornered, panicked. That made him dangerous—but also predictable.
Emily took a step forward, her gun locked on Sean’s head. "Let her go, Sean. There’s nowhere left to run."
Sean let out a harsh laugh. "You think I’m just gonna roll over? I’m not going to prison. If I go down, I’m taking her with me."
Penelope could see the team shifting, searching for an opening. But there wasn’t one. If they fired, she’d be caught in the crossfire. If they rushed him, he could pull the trigger before they got close enough.
There was only one option.
Her heart pounded as she made the decision. Before she could second-guess herself, she moved, her hands flying up to grab his wrist. Sean cursed, trying to tighten his grip, but she was faster. Twisting her body, she redirected the gun—pressing it against both of them.
A perfect stalemate.
She could hear Emily shouting, Hotch calling her name, but all she focused on was Sean’s eyes, wide with disbelief.
"If you shoot, you shoot both of us," she said, her voice steady. "You wanted control, Sean? Well, now you don’t have any. If you want to live, you have to let go."
His fingers twitched on the trigger.
For a moment, she thought he might surrender.
Then the gun went off.
A searing pain tore through her side, white-hot and immediate. She heard herself gasp, but before she could process it, another shot rang out. Sean’s body jerked, his grip on her loosening as they both collapsed to the ground.
Distantly, she could hear the team screaming her name, the sound of footsteps rushing toward them. The night blurred into darkness, the pain consuming her.

Penelope fell to the ground with a force that rattled her entire body, the pain searing through her like fire. Her vision blurred as she gasped for air, feeling the warmth of her own blood spreading beneath her. She barely registered Sean collapsing beside her, his body unmoving. Everything felt distant, muffled, as though she were underwater. Her hands trembled as she tried to push herself up, to reach for the radio strapped to her chest, but her limbs refused to cooperate. The numbness was spreading fast. She needed to stay awake. Just long enough to tell them she got him. That she did it. That Amelia was safe. 

The sound of footsteps pounding against the ground barely reached her ears before she felt strong hands press against her wound. A familiar voice, frantic, filled with desperation.

"Come on, baby girl… stay awake, Penelope," Derek pleaded, his hands pressing firmly against her stomach in a desperate attempt to stem the bleeding.

Tears spilled down Penelope’s cheeks as she struggled to focus on his face. It was getting harder. The pain was too much. But she had to tell them. Had to make sure Amelia would be okay.

Her fingers twitched against his wrist, weak but determined. "You all need to look after Amelia… okay? Look after my li… little… girl."

Derek’s breath hitched, his eyes glassy as he gripped her hand tighter. "Don’t. Don’t do this. You’re going to be okay. I’m going to get you to a hospital. We’re going to save you. I promise."

She could hear the others around her—JJ’s voice sharp with urgency, Rossi murmuring something to Hotch, the paramedics' voices cutting through the chaos—but her gaze was locked onto Derek’s. 

"I… I really want to see my daughter again," she whispered, her voice barely above a breath.

Derek’s lips pressed into a thin line as he nodded fiercely. "You’re going to see her. I swear it. I won’t let anything happen to you."

Her grip on his wrist tightened, as much as she could manage. "I’m sorry I hid her from you… I didn’t want to… I wanted her to have a family… everything was so complicated… I was so alone…"

Derek shook his head, his thumb brushing against her cheek. "Don’t ever apologize for protecting your child. You did what you had to do. But you’re not alone, Penelope. You’ve never been alone. We’re your family. I just wish you’d told me sooner."

Her lips trembled as another tear slipped down her face. "Take her… take her to the batting cages, Derek… and… and when it got warmer… I was going to take her to the zoo… take her to the zoo…"

Derek choked out a breathy laugh, though his voice wavered with emotion. "Then that’s exactly what we’re going to do. You and me. The whole team. But you have to stay awake for me, baby girl. You have to fight."

She tried to nod, but it took too much effort. The world was slipping away. She could feel it now, the pull of unconsciousness dragging her under.

"I haven’t had enough time with her… this… I haven’t… Amelia…"

Derek’s grip tightened. "You’re going to have more time. So much more time. But you have to hold on. Keep talking to me. What else haven’t you done yet?"

Penelope’s breath was ragged now. "Family dinner… with Amelia there… you guys… interacting with her… getting to try again with… with… Emily?"

There was a sharp intake of breath, and then a new voice, one that had been silent until now.

"I’m here."

Emily.

Penelope’s fluttering eyes searched for her, and suddenly she was there, kneeling beside her, her hands trembling as they covered Penelope’s own. Her dark eyes were filled with so many emotions—fear, pain, desperation, but most of all, love.

"I’m right here, Penelope. I’m not going anywhere. You have to stay with us. With me. Please."

Penelope tried to speak, but her voice was barely a whisper. "Emily…"

Emily swallowed hard, her free hand brushing damp strands of hair away from Penelope’s face. "I love you," she said, voice breaking. "I love you, Penelope Garcia. I have for so long. And I was a coward. I should’ve told you before. I should’ve fought for you. But I’m telling you now. I love you, and I need you to stay. You hear me? You can’t leave me now. You can’t. I won’t let you."

A soft, tired smile curved Penelope’s lips. "Love you too…" she breathed, her eyes fluttering shut.

Emily let out a strangled sob as she shook her head furiously. "No, no, no… don’t you do that. Don’t you close your eyes. We need you. Penelope, stop this right now. Open your eyes. Open your eyes, Penelope. Please, god… please don’t leave me."

Then everything was a blur.

The paramedics rushing in. The sound of the defibrillator charging. Emily’s voice breaking as she screamed Penelope’s name. Derek refusing to let go of her hand. The desperate chaos of saving her life.

And then—

The heartbeat monitor let out a steady, weak beep.

Her heart was still beating.

They rushed her to the ambulance, Emily climbing in without hesitation, her hands never leaving Penelope’s. As the doors closed and the sirens wailed, Emily pressed her forehead to Penelope’s, whispering over and over again:

"Stay with me. Please. I love you. Just stay with me."

Rossi walked into the BAU with a heavy heart, his steps slower than usual. The weight of the moment settled on his shoulders, pressing down like an anchor as he braced himself for what lay ahead. Through the partially open door of Penelope’s office, he could hear Amelia’s soft laughter, a sound so innocent and full of life that it nearly broke him.

Then she saw him.

Her laughter died instantly. The smile that had graced her young face faded, replaced by something far too mature for a twelve-year-old to wear. Her eyes, wide and knowing, searched his face for an answer to the question she hadn't yet asked.

"What’s happened?" Her voice was steady, but Rossi could see her hands tighten into fists by her sides.

He inhaled sharply, trying to steady himself. There was no easy way to tell her, no gentle words that would soften the blow. Still, he owed her the truth.

"We had a situation with Sean," he started, choosing his words carefully. "We found him... but that’s not the problem." He paused, feeling his voice tighten. "Penelope is really hurt. She’s in the hospital right now."

Amelia’s body stiffened. She didn’t move. Didn’t even blink. "What happened to my mom?"

Rossi clenched his jaw, forcing himself to remain composed. "She was shot. The bullet hit her just below where her vest ended, and she lost a lot of blood. She’s in surgery now. Her vitals are stable, but..." He hesitated, hating himself for having to put this weight on her young shoulders. "It’s very possible she won’t make it."

Silence.

Amelia didn’t cry. Didn’t scream. She just stood there, processing, the impassivity on her face unnatural for someone so young.

"Okay," she finally said. Her voice was eerily calm. "Can... can you take me home before we go to the hospital?"

Rossi nodded. "Of course. Let’s go."

The drive back was quiet, the tension so thick it seemed to smother the air between them. Rossi watched her out of the corner of his eye, but she remained still, staring blankly ahead, her expression unreadable.

When they reached the house, he led her inside carefully, as though afraid she might shatter under the weight of reality. The house was still, the absence of Penelope’s usual warmth making it feel colder somehow.

Rossi cleared his throat. "Amelia... do you want to talk about it?"

"No, Nonno. I don’t."

Her voice was small but firm, and he knew better than to push her. Instead, he opened his arms. "That’s alright, sweetheart. I won’t make you talk. But I am going to give you a hug. Is that okay?"

Amelia nodded, and as soon as Rossi wrapped his arms around her, she melted into him, clutching his shirt tightly. He held her close, letting her take whatever comfort she needed.

"You’re going to be okay," he murmured. "And I believe your mom is going to be okay too. She’s a fighter, Amelia. We just have to hold on."

When he finally pulled away, she stepped back and nodded, her face once again unreadable. "I’m just going to pack a bag, and then we can go to the hospital."

"Alright," Rossi said, watching her disappear down the hall. Something about her composure unsettled him, but he didn’t know why.

In her room, Amelia moved quickly, pulling out a small bag from the back of her closet. She grabbed layers—clothes that would keep her warm. Then she reached for the old shoebox under her bed, the one she never let anyone see. Inside were the only pictures she had of her and her mom—moments frozen in time that she feared would be all she had left.

She wasn’t packing for the hospital.

She was packing for the streets.

Her hands trembled as she shoved the pictures into her bag, but she clenched her jaw and forced herself to keep moving. If her mom didn’t make it... if Penelope really died... then Amelia knew what she had to do.

She had survived out there before.

She could do it again.

A part of her knew Rossi wouldn’t let her. The team wouldn’t let her. But if her mom was gone, it wouldn’t matter anymore. She wouldn’t belong anywhere.

She zipped up the bag and threw it over her shoulder, taking one last look around the room before heading back to Rossi. He was waiting by the door, his expression unreadable.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Yeah."

And without another word, they left for the hospital.

The hospital waiting room was steeped in uneasy silence, broken only by the occasional murmur of nurses and the distant beep of monitoring equipment. The team sat scattered on mismatched chairs, the tension palpable in every quiet glance and restless shift. JJ—always the one who held the closest bond with Amelia—stepped forward, her eyes soft yet laced with concern as they fell on the young girl clutching her backpack.  

“Hey guys… she’s still in surgery at the moment,” JJ said gently, nodding toward the closed operating room door. Her tone conveyed both reassurance and a hint of perplexity, her eyes lingering on the battered backpack that Amelia held tightly to her chest.

Amelia, seemingly detached from the swirl of emotions around her, offered only a small nod. Without a word, she drifted to the far corner of the waiting room and settled down, her expression blank and emotionless. JJ’s gaze shifted from Amelia to Rossi, silently asking for answers about the child’s behavior. Rossi met her look with one that said they should wait—this was not the time to pry further. He knew JJ understood Amelia better than anyone, and her instincts were to protect rather than interrogate.

Rossi rose from his seat and slowly approached Amelia, who remained as still as a statue. Settling down beside her, he leaned in close, lowering his voice to a gentle murmur meant only for her.  
   
“Hey, Amelia… I’m sorry to ask you this, but… can I see what’s in your bag?” he inquired softly, his eyes searching hers for any sign of fear or defiance.

At the question, Amelia tensed. She held the backpack even closer to her chest, her tone edged with a wary defensiveness. “Why?” she replied curtly, her eyes darkening as she guarded her little secret.

Rossi’s brow furrowed with concern. “Because, meels… I don’t understand why you’d need to carry something with you. It’s not like you’re going anywhere,” he said, trailing off as Amelia’s grip on the bag tightened, her posture rigid and unyielding. He softened his tone further, trying to coax the truth gently, “Amelia… where were you planning on going, sweetie?”

A long pause hung in the air before Amelia’s voice emerged—steady and unexpectedly mature. “I just… need to be prepared,” she stated, her tone calm yet carrying an undercurrent of resolve.  

Rossi studied her, realizing that her answer was more than a simple refusal—it was a shield she had raised. He could sense her defiance growing as he probed further. With a measured breath, he rephrased his question, attempting to reach the vulnerable core behind her guarded exterior. “Prepared for what? It’s not like you’re going to end up living on the streets again. I don’t want you doing that, Amelia. I’m here to help you… and we’re going to be here with you throughout all of this. Is that okay? No matter what happens to Penelope—”

Her interruption was cool and detached, laced with a surprising maturity that belied her twelve years. “I’m not a child agent, Rossi. I know that if Penelope doesn’t survive this… I know what would need to happen. What options would be available to me.” The words fell over the waiting room like a hushed revelation. Even the rest of the team, who had been half-listening from nearby, exchanged startled glances as they realized that Amelia was speaking in a tone more fitting for someone far older than her years.

Rossi’s eyes widened slightly in shock. He had never heard her speak so clinically about the future, as if she had already rehearsed all the worst-case scenarios. He leaned in, his tone soft and cautious, “What do you mean, Amelia? What options are you talking about? Are you worried something’s going to happen to you? You know that’s not going to happen, right? You’re not going back to that life.”

Her response was measured and calm, almost dispassionate. “Respectfully, Agent, if Penelope doesn’t survive… I won’t have a choice,” she said, her gaze never wavering from the tightly clutched bag.

Rossi’s heart sank at her words, troubled by the cold resolve in her tone. He took a deep breath and spoke slowly, choosing each word with care. “Amelia… you don’t need to worry. There is never a scenario where you’d be left alone. You don’t need to pack a bag or prepare as if you’re about to be on the street. No one is going to let that happen. Do you understand me, Amelia?”

But Amelia remained silent, her eyes fixed on the mysterious bag, as if it were a talisman against an uncertain future. Frustration softened into tender urgency in Rossi’s voice as he pleaded, “Amelia… please put the bag down. Just put the bag down, okay? We’re not going to let anything happen to you. Just try to relax, alright… please?”

Before she could answer, a quiet voice broke the intensity of the moment. “Umm… Rossi? Can I have a word?” It was Reid, his tone hesitant as he stepped away from the waiting room door, beckoning Rossi to follow him for a private word.

In the hushed corridor, Reid’s concern was palpable. “I think… it might be better to let Amelia keep the bag and not press her about it,” he confided in a low tone. “Look… she’s an extremely traumatized child. Ever since Penelope was injured, she’s lost her sense of security. That bag—it’s like a safety blanket for her. She needs to feel like she still has some control, and by being prepared to go back to the streets, she’s giving herself that control. It doesn’t mean we’ll let her go back if the worst happens, but for now… we need to treat the bag like her comfort teddy.”

Rossi’s eyes narrowed as he processed Reid’s words, the conflict evident in his features. Finally, with a resigned sigh, he replied, “Fine. I don’t like it, but I understand. She can keep the bag, but we’re keeping an eye on her. I don’t want Penelope waking up to find that Amelia’s run off.”

Returning to the waiting room, Rossi rejoined the team with a heavy heart and a cautious resolve. The fragile shield that Amelia clung to—the well-worn backpack—was a symbol of her desperate need for control in a life upended by danger and loss. And though the team would continue to watch over her, every one of them silently vowed that they would do everything in their power to ensure that this shield, no matter how fragile, would never be needed again.



The hospital was eerily quiet. The only sound in Penelope Garcia’s hospital room was the steady beeping of the heart monitor and the hushed murmurs of the team just outside. The room was dimly lit, the glow from the machines casting soft shadows along the walls. It had been a full twenty-four hours since Penelope's surgery, and while the doctors assured them that everything had gone well, she still hadn’t woken up.  

And Amelia hadn’t moved.  

She sat curled up in the corner of the room, back pressed against the cold wall, her knees tucked to her chest. The same backpack remained clutched at her side, like a lifeline she refused to let go of. Her hazel eyes, dark with exhaustion, were locked on the steady rise and fall of her mother’s chest.  

She didn’t speak.  

She barely blinked.  

She just sat, waiting.  

Emily stepped hesitantly into the room, her heart aching at the sight of the twelve-year-old who had withdrawn into herself. The vibrant, witty, and sharp-tongued girl they had met just days ago was gone—replaced by someone quieter, smaller, as if she was trying to disappear into the shadows.  

Emily crouched beside her, keeping her voice soft.  

“Meels? Do you want me to get you something to eat or drink, sweetheart?"

Amelia’s head turned slightly, just enough to acknowledge Emily, but her expression was blank, unreadable. Slowly, she shook her head and turned her gaze back to Penelope’s monitors, as if willing them to show signs of improvement.  

Emily sighed, reaching out as if to brush Amelia’s hair from her face but thinking better of it. “Okay," she whispered. “I’ll be right outside if you need anything, alright?"

Amelia didn’t respond.  

Emily swallowed the lump in her throat and quietly exited, finding the rest of the team hovering just outside the door. The second she stepped out, JJ’s eyes were on her.  

“How is she?"

Emily exhaled sharply, rubbing at her temple. “God, this kid is breaking my heart."

Jj nodded, arms crossed tightly over her chest. “She hasn’t moved from that spot all day. That’s not healthy."

“Jamie should be here soon,"Morgan added. “Maybe he’ll get through to her… He’s like a father figure to her, I think."

At the sound of footsteps approaching, they turned to see Jamie coming down the corridor, a bag of Amelia’s favorite chips in hand.  

“How’s Penelope?" he asked immediately.  

Rossi spoke up.  “She’s still unconscious, but she’s stable. The surgery went well."

Jamie exhaled in relief, then glanced toward the room. “Where’s Meels?"

Reid pointed silently toward the corner of the room. Jamie followed his gaze and saw the young girl still curled up in the shadows, her face unreadable, her fingers clutching the strap of her backpack like it was the only thing tethering her to reality.  

Jamie’s face softened. “She’s shut down."

JJ nodded. “She won’t talk to any of us."

Jamie’s gaze landed on the backpack, his brows furrowing. “What’s with the bag?"

Rossi sighed. “She was planning to go back to the streets if Penelope didn’t make it. It’s like a safety net for her. She won’t let it go."

Jamie nodded knowingly. “She’s regressing."

Rossi pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’s doing her best, Jamie. But when she sees you, we’re hoping she lets some of this go."

Jamie didn’t answer. He just stepped into the room and sat down beside her, not saying a word. He simply held out the bag of chips.  

For the first time in twenty-four hours, Amelia reacted.  

Her tired eyes flickered toward the bag, and for a second, something like recognition sparked in them. She hesitated, then reached out and took the chips, holding them in her lap. She didn’t say thank you, didn’t open them—just held them, staring at them in the same way she stared at the monitors.  

Jamie didn’t push.  

Instead, he settled beside her in silence, matching her posture, letting her know he wasn’t going anywhere.  

Minutes passed. Then, finally, Amelia spoke.  

“My mom nearly died."

Her voice was hoarse, fragile, but her gaze never left Penelope’s unconscious form.  

Jamie swallowed. “Yeah."

Amelia inhaled sharply. “My mom nearly died,"she repeated, as though only just realizing it, and suddenly, her breathing became erratic. Her shoulders started to shake. “I don’t want to feel it. I don’t think I can. I don’t think I even want to—"

Her voice cracked.  

“I can’t."

The panic set in quickly.  

“I can’t. I can’t do this. I can’t. I can’t."

And before anyone could stop her, she shot to her feet, her movements frantic as she bolted from the room.  

The team was already on their feet as Amelia fled down the hall, sobs ripping from her chest. Rossi was the first to react, running after her, his heart breaking at the sound of her anguish.  

He caught up to her just as she reached the end of the hallway. He gently grabbed her shoulders, turning her to face him, but the second she looked up, her face twisted in pure devastation.  

And then she screamed.  

A gut-wrenching, broken cry of anguish that shattered every single wall she had built around herself.  

Her knees buckled.  

Rossi caught her just in time, sinking onto the floor with her as she completely collapsed in his arms. She sobbed so violently that her entire body trembled.  

Rossi held her, stroking her hair, whispering gentle reassurances into her ear.  

“Shh, sweetheart. I’ve got you. You’re safe. It’s okay. Just breathe."

She didn’t.  

She couldn’t.  

She just sobbed into his chest, gripping onto his shirt like it was the only thing keeping her from falling apart completely. It took nearly half an hour for the cries to slow, for the heaving sobs to turn into quiet sniffles.  

Then, finally, she whispered, “Thank you, Nonno… I’m sorry."

Rossi’s heart clenched. He tightened his hold on her. “Sweetheart, you never have to apologize for feeling things. I’m just happy you’re letting it out. And I’m really happy you’re calling me Nonno again."

She stiffened slightly.  

“I was scared to keep calling you that," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “If… if Penelope doesn’t… if she dies, I’ll lose all of you too."

Rossi gently lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Amelia, no. That’s never going to happen. You hear me? There is no world where you don’t have us. We’re your family. Nothing changes that. Ever."

Amelia’s lip trembled. She hesitated—then threw her arms around him again, clinging to him like a child.  

She was exhausted.  

Emotionally. Physically.  

Rossi knew that.  

“Let’s just focus on resting, okay?" he murmured, rubbing her back. "You need sleep, sweetheart."

Amelia nodded against his chest, then quietly pulled away, retreating back to her corner. She curled up on the floor, using her backpack as a pillow.  

Jamie sighed, watching her. “It took Penelope two months to get her to sleep in a bed when she first got her."

Rossi frowned. “She really was Super Mom, huh?"

JJ shook her head, awed. “Raising Amelia alone while working this job… and getting her to heal? No wonder she didn’t tell us. She probably thought we’d be mad, but honestly… how could we be?"

Emily glanced toward the room. “I’ll sit with them. You guys get some rest."

And as the team walked away, Emily quietly stepped inside, knowing that the road ahead for Amelia was still a long one.

The room was steeped in an almost unbearable silence, the only sound being the rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor. Two days had passed, and yet Amelia had not moved from her spot in the corner of the hospital room. She was curled into herself, her arms wrapped tightly around her bag as though it was the only thing anchoring her to this world. Her dark eyes never strayed far from the machines, watching the numbers fluctuate, listening intently to every small change in sound.

Emily sat nearby, not far from the bed where Penelope lay unconscious but stable. The tension in the air was heavy, the weight of unspoken fears pressing down on them both. She knew Amelia was hurting, but she also knew that pushing the girl to talk would do more harm than good. Instead, Emily just sat there, holding onto Penelope’s hand, rubbing small circles on the back of it with her thumb, as if willing her to wake up.

After a long silence, Emily finally spoke, her voice soft but warm.

“Hey Meels… what’s your favorite food?”

Amelia’s head, which had been drooping slightly, lifted a fraction. Her expression remained guarded, but she tilted her head toward Emily as though contemplating whether or not to answer.

“My favorite food?” she echoed, her voice quiet from lack of use.

Emily nodded. “Yeah. Mine’s pasta. What’s yours?”

Amelia hesitated, then let out a small breath. “I really like pasta too. But my mom says I can’t eat it too much. She says I need to eat healthier things.”

Emily smiled, hearing Penelope’s voice in her head saying the same thing. “Ahh, I bet it’s Rossi’s pasta you love, right?”

That earned the smallest ghost of a smile from Amelia. It was faint, barely there, but Emily caught it.

“Yeah,” Amelia admitted, her voice a little stronger now. “His bolognese is my favorite kind because it’s so good. It’s comforting.” Her fingers ran over the strap of her bag absentmindedly as she spoke. “Nonno makes it every week when he forces me and Mom to go over for dinner.”

Emily chuckled at that. “Forces, huh?”

Amelia actually giggled softly, and it was like a tiny light flickering in the darkness. “Yeah. He always calls and tells us to come over, and Mom tries to make excuses, but he never lets her get away with it.”

Emily watched Amelia carefully, gauging her mood before gently steering the conversation. “What else do you and your mom do together?”

Amelia shifted in her seat, this time turning just a little so she could look at Emily properly.

“Mom and I… we do a lot of things together actually,” she said, her voice filled with a quiet fondness. “We like to go grocery shopping together and pick out ingredients for dinner. Mom always lets me help cook. And we love watching movies together, that’s one of my favorite things to do.”

Emily smiled, picturing Penelope and Amelia curled up on a couch, wrapped in blankets, surrounded by snacks. “If I remember correctly, your mom loves cheesy romance movies. She doesn’t force you to watch those, does she?”

Amelia let out a soft laugh. “She doesn’t have to. I’d watch them anyway. I love romantic movies.” There was a twinkle in her eyes now, like a small spark of life had been reignited. “They’re so much fun! Mom lets me pick sometimes, and I always pick the corny ones. I just think they’re way more fun that way. And she always tells me that when I fall in love one day, I need to find someone who treats me like they do in the movies.”

Emily’s heart clenched at the words. She could almost hear Penelope saying them, could imagine the teasing smile and the warmth in her voice. “That sounds like your mom.”

Amelia nodded. “I always tell her that she deserves that kind of love too. But she says she hasn’t been treated that good yet.”

Before Emily could respond, the steady beeping of the machines changed, the rhythm shifting just slightly. It wasn’t an alarm, but it was different enough to make both Emily and Amelia freeze.

Then, a soft sound came from the hospital bed.

Amelia’s entire body tensed before she scrambled to her feet, her bag forgotten for the first time in days. Her wide eyes locked onto the bed, her breath coming in short, quick gasps as she watched.

Emily was already leaning forward, gripping Penelope’s hand tighter as she saw the tiniest movement—fingers twitching, a slight furrow of the brow.

“Penelope?” Emily whispered, barely daring to believe it.

Amelia’s frightened eyes flicked to Emily, silently begging for reassurance.

Emily swallowed hard, her heart pounding.

“She’s waking up.”

### Chapter: Waking Up

The room was silent except for the rhythmic beeping of the monitors. The air was thick with tension, uncertainty clinging to every breath. Amelia stood frozen, her wide eyes locked on the hospital bed, her small hands clenching the straps of her worn-out backpack. She took a step back, her body instinctively retreating as fear pulsed through her veins.

Emily, seated beside the bed, furrowed her brows at Amelia’s reaction. She hadn’t expected this. She turned to say something, to reassure Amelia, but before she could, Penelope’s eyelids fluttered open. Her gaze was unfocused, the light too bright, the world around her a blur of sterile white. Then, as her vision cleared, she saw the small figure curled in the corner of the room.

Penelope’s breath hitched.

“Am-Amelia?” her voice was hoarse, laced with confusion.

The girl stiffened. “Mom.”

Penelope’s gaze darted around the room, taking in the monitors, the IV in her arm, the sharp scent of antiseptic filling her nostrils. Her brows knit together. “What are you doing sitting there in the corner, sweetie? Why are you in the hospital? What’s happened to you?”

She tried to sit up, her maternal instincts overriding the pain. Emily, ever watchful, immediately pressed a firm but gentle hand against her shoulder.

“Pen, you’re the one in the hospital, not Amelia,” she said softly, careful not to startle her. “Can you remember what happened?”

Penelope blinked, her head throbbing with the effort. She tried to piece the fragments together, the disjointed images swirling in her mind. Then, like a dam breaking, it all came rushing back—the gunshot, the searing pain, the world fading to black.

Her body tensed. “Emily, let go now. I need to get out of this bed. I need to see my daughter.”

Amelia shook her head quickly, pressing herself further into the corner, her fingers gripping her bag as if it were a life raft.

Emily tightened her hold. “Pen, you can’t. You were shot. You need to rest.”

Penelope’s panic surged. “Let me out of this bed right now, Emily! I need to be with my daughter! I need to make sure she’s okay!”

Emily’s voice remained calm, but firm. “Pen, you need to calm down. You’re scaring her.”

Penelope’s breath caught in her throat. Her wild eyes flicked to Amelia. The girl’s small frame was trembling, her face pale, her expression guarded. Penelope felt her heart splinter.

“Amelia…?” Her voice was softer now, more pleading. “Bug, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I promise. I just— I need to know if you’re okay. That’s all I want. I just want to take care of you.”

Amelia’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I’m fine.”

Penelope exhaled shakily, a bittersweet smile tugging at her lips. “Can you come give me a hug? Please? I just want to hold you.”

Amelia hesitated. “You need to rest… I don’t want to hurt you.”

Penelope’s voice wavered with emotion. “I’ll be okay if I can just hug my baby girl right now.” She stretched out her arms, an open invitation. “Please?”

Amelia took a cautious step forward, then another. She was terrified—of what, she wasn’t entirely sure. But she didn’t stop moving until she reached the edge of the hospital bed. Penelope didn’t pull her in right away. She just waited, hands open, giving Amelia the choice. The girl hesitated for only a moment before finally stepping into her mother’s embrace.

Penelope’s arms wrapped around her daughter, careful yet firm, holding her as if she might disappear if she let go. Amelia’s body was tense at first, rigid against her, but then, as Penelope stroked her back in slow, soothing motions, she melted into her mother’s warmth.

“That’s it, sweetheart… I’m right here,” Penelope murmured against Amelia’s hair. “You’re safe. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

Then, like a dam breaking, Amelia let out a shaky sob.

“You promised me!” she cried, her voice muffled against Penelope’s hospital gown.

Penelope’s heart clenched. “I know, sweetheart. I know. And I broke that promise. I’m so sorry.” She pressed a gentle kiss to the top of Amelia’s head. “It won’t happen again. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here with you.”

Amelia’s fists clenched the fabric of Penelope’s gown. “I was so scared, Mom.”

Penelope’s throat tightened. “I know, baby. I know. But I’m here now. And I’m never leaving you again.” She pulled back just enough to look into Amelia’s teary eyes, brushing the girl’s curls from her damp cheeks. “Am I forgiven?”

Amelia sniffled, pouting. “I’m still kinda mad… but I’m so glad you’re alive. I can’t do this life without you, Mom.”

Penelope chuckled softly, even as her own tears welled up. “That’s okay. You can still be mad for a while.” She squeezed her daughter just a little tighter. “I’m just glad you still love me.”

Amelia nodded, burrowing into her mother’s arms once more. For the first time in what felt like forever, she allowed herself to believe that things might just be okay.

As Amelia finally settled against her, Penelope hesitated, then reached out, her fingers brushing Emily’s. Emily gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

They had a long way to go. But for now, this was enough.

Emily sat beside Penelope’s hospital bed, her fingers gently curled around Penelope’s hand, savoring the warmth she had feared she might never feel again. The rhythmic beeping of the machines provided a quiet backdrop to the room, but all Emily could focus on was the steady rise and fall of Penelope’s chest. Relief washed over her, so profound that it left her momentarily breathless. She reached out, brushing a few errant strands of golden hair from Penelope’s forehead, her touch lingering just a moment longer than necessary.

“Hey there, sleepyhead…” Emily’s voice was soft, filled with affection and something deeper, something unspoken yet palpable.

Penelope blinked up at her, disoriented but comforted by the sight of Emily at her side. Her lips parted, and though her voice was hoarse, it carried the weight of something intimate, something familiar.

“Hey you,” she murmured, her gaze locking onto Emily’s as if grounding herself in the moment.

Emily exhaled a shaky breath, her smile a mixture of joy and relief. “You gave us all quite the scare, you know.” The concern in her voice was unmistakable as she traced gentle fingertips along Penelope’s cheek, a silent reassurance that she was truly here, that she had made it.

Penelope gave a small, knowing smile, though exhaustion still clung to her features. “Yeah… I know.” A flicker of worry passed through her eyes, her mind already shifting. “How’s Meels been? How long was I out for?”

Emily’s smile faltered slightly, her expression turning somber. She ran her fingers absentmindedly through Penelope’s hair, an unconscious act of comfort. “She was pretty freaked out… We both were. You’ve been out for a few days.”

Penelope’s brows furrowed as she absorbed the information. Then, hesitantly, her voice dropped just slightly. “Em… at Sean’s… when we were waiting for the paramedics…”

Emily’s heart clenched at the sudden hesitance in Penelope’s voice. She instinctively squeezed her hand, grounding them both in the moment. “Yes, Pen?”

Penelope took a slow, steady breath, as if bracing herself. “Did you mean it?”

There was no hesitation in Emily’s response. “Every word. I meant every word.”

Penelope’s lips parted slightly, her expression unreadable. “Would you have ever told me if I wasn’t dying?”

Emily’s throat tightened. She knew why Penelope was asking, and she hated that she had to. Gently, she cupped Penelope’s face, her thumb running lightly across her cheek. “It crossed my mind, but… I always thought I’d have more time. I never thought that I’d almost lose you.”

Penelope gave a dry, humorless chuckle, her voice barely above a whisper. “Yeah, well, I did lose you… when you faked your…” She trailed off, shaking her head slightly, her throat tightening. “I know what it’s like to lose the time you assumed you’d have to do things neatly.”

Guilt settled deep in Emily’s chest. “I’m so sorry, Pen… I just…” She struggled to find the words, but none of them felt like enough. Instead, she let her fingers trail through Penelope’s hair, an unspoken apology in the tender motion.

“I know,” Penelope whispered, her voice raw. “Me too.”

Emily glanced down at their intertwined hands, the familiar weight of regret pressing against her ribs. But alongside the guilt, there was something else—love, unwavering and unshaken. She squeezed Penelope’s hand gently. “I still love you, you know that, right?”

Penelope’s lips quirked into a tired, bittersweet smile. “I know… I love you too… If only it was that easy, huh?”

Emily let out a quiet laugh, shaking her head. “If only.” She lifted Penelope’s hand to her lips, pressing a gentle kiss against her knuckles before sighing softly.

Penelope’s expression grew more serious as she inhaled deeply. “Amelia has to be my priority right now… always will be.”

Emily didn’t hesitate, nodding in understanding. “Of course.” She smiled softly, admiration clear in her voice. “She’s a lucky kid to have a mom like you, you know?”

Penelope’s lips parted slightly, as if the words surprised her. “Yeah?”

Emily’s expression was fierce, full of conviction. “Absolutely. She’s a wonderful kid. And you’re a wonderful mom.”

Penelope exhaled slowly, a warmth blooming in her chest at Emily’s words. “Yeah… she’s a really great kid. I can’t wait for you guys to get to know her properly now that this is all over.”

Emily’s smile softened as she nodded, already looking forward to the future—one where they weren’t running, weren’t fighting for survival. A future where they could just be. “I can’t wait either.”

And for the first time in what felt like forever, Penelope let herself believe that maybe, just maybe, things would be okay.

The room was bathed in the soft golden hue of the early morning light. Penelope stirred, stretching slightly before wincing at the dull ache in her side. Her body was still healing, but the pain had dulled considerably compared to the day before. As her vision cleared, she turned her head and caught sight of Amelia, curled up in the corner of the room, hands wrapped tightly around a tattered bag. The sight made Penelope's heart squeeze with a familiar ache.

That bag. She recognized it instantly. It was the same one Amelia had clutched onto the very first time they met. A lifeline, a piece of a past she had been unwilling to let go of. Seeing it now, even after all this time, sent a rush of emotions through Penelope.

She sat up slowly, careful not to disturb the IV line in her arm. The movement must have caught Amelia’s attention, because the girl looked up abruptly, her gaze sharp with concern.

“You're awake.” Amelia’s voice was quick, almost clipped, as she pushed herself up and hurried toward the bed. “How do you feel, Penelope? Should I get the doctors?”

The name stung. Not Mom. Not even a warm, affectionate ‘Pen’. Just Penelope. The ache in her side had nothing on the pang in her heart at that moment. But she forced herself to push past it. There were bigger things to focus on.

She gave a small smile, shaking her head. “No, honey, it's okay. I’m feeling better. No need to call the doctors just yet.”

Amelia frowned, crossing her arms. “But they haven’t done a check-up in one hour and fifty-two minutes—”

Penelope let out a small chuckle, the corners of her lips twitching upward. Of course Amelia was counting the minutes.

She patted the space next to her on the bed. “Come here, sweetie. You don't need to keep track of every minute, you know. I'm alright, I promise.”

Amelia hesitated for only a second before moving forward, perching herself on the edge of the bed. “You were literally shot,” she muttered, brows furrowed.

Penelope let out a soft sigh, wrapping an arm around her daughter and pulling her in gently. “I know, sweetheart. But the doctors say I’m healing nicely. Besides,” she smirked slightly, “I’m a tough cookie.”

The twelve-year-old let out a dramatic huff but, despite her feigned annoyance, leaned into Penelope’s embrace. The warmth of her daughter against her side was comforting, a silent reassurance that she was still here, still safe.

Penelope stroked Amelia’s hair, her fingers lightly tracing over the strands in slow, soothing motions. She could still remember when Amelia flinched at even the gentlest of touches. The way she had built walls so high, keeping everyone—especially Penelope—at a careful distance. And now here she was, melting into her mother’s embrace like it was the safest place in the world.

“I’m really alright, honey. No need to worry so much. I have you by my side, and the doctors here to help me. I’ll be better in no time.”

Amelia let out a quiet sigh, her body relaxing slightly. “Okay… I’ll try and stop worrying as much…” she mumbled, though her tone made it clear that it would be easier said than done.

Penelope smiled warmly. “I know you’re worried, sweetie. And I appreciate it. But I’m tough, remember? I’ll be just fine. And I’m so proud of how brave you’re being.”

Amelia pulled back slightly, looking up at her mother with a doubtful expression. “I don’t feel brave…”

Penelope’s heart clenched at that. She reached up, gently tucking a loose strand of hair behind Amelia’s ear before running her fingers through the tangled mess, her touch tender and reassuring.

“You may not feel like it, sweetheart, but let me tell you something,” Penelope said softly. “Being brave isn’t about never being scared. It’s about being scared and pushing through anyway. And you’ve been doing that every step of the way.”

Amelia glanced down, her fingers still gripping the strap of the old, worn bag. For a moment, Penelope thought she might say something, might open up just a little more. But then, as if catching herself, Amelia straightened her posture and pulled away.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t have a choice.” Her voice was clipped again, guarded. “I’m gonna see if there’s anything you need from the shop.”

Penelope watched as Amelia pulled away, her daughter’s small shoulders tense, her fingers gripping that worn-out backpack with an intensity that sent a pang straight through Penelope’s chest. That bag—the same one Amelia had carried when they first met, when she was just a kid surviving on the streets—had reappeared overnight like a ghost from their past. And now, Amelia was clutching onto it like a lifeline.

Penelope reached out, her fingers grazing Amelia’s wrist before she could bolt out the door.

“Amelia… wait.”

Amelia didn’t meet her eyes, just shrugged. “I’ll be back in a few,” she mumbled, hoisting the backpack onto her shoulder. “I’ll grab you some chocolate. Hospital food isn’t great.”

Penelope sighed. She appreciated the gesture, truly, but she knew her daughter well enough to recognize when she was avoiding something. Amelia was good at running—had been forced to be—but Penelope refused to let her keep running from this.

“I appreciate that, honey,” Penelope said gently. “But what I really need right now is to talk to you.”

Amelia stiffened. “We’ve talked about it, Penelope. You got shot. Nearly died. Didn’t die. You’re fine.” Her voice was tight, clipped, as though stating the facts plainly would make them easier to bear.

Penelope’s gaze dropped to the bag again, her heart squeezing as she noticed the way Amelia’s fingers curled tightly around the straps. There was something so familiar, so heartbreakingly instinctual, about the way she held it. Like she was ready to run. Like she was expecting to need it again.

“I know we talked about what happened,” Penelope said carefully, “but I don’t think that’s what’s really bothering you.” She hesitated, then gestured toward the bag. “I’ve noticed you’ve been carrying that around again.”

Amelia’s grip on the strap tightened. “I just needed something to carry my stuff in while I stayed here with you.” The answer came quickly. Too quickly.

Penelope knew better. She’d been watching Amelia for days now and hadn’t seen her take a single thing out of that bag. It wasn’t about convenience. It was about something else entirely.

She reached out, gently resting a hand over Amelia’s. “Bug,” she said softly. “I can tell when you’re lying to me. If you just needed a bag, why this one?”

Amelia shifted uncomfortably. “It was the first one I found.”

Penelope let out a slow breath, her fingers lightly tracing the back of Amelia’s hand. “Sweetheart, we both know that bag holds a lot of painful memories for you. It’s a reminder of when you didn’t have a home, of when you had to fend for yourself.” She paused. “Why are you holding onto it now?”

Amelia stayed silent for a long moment. Then, in a voice so small it nearly broke Penelope’s heart, she whispered, “The doctors said we needed to prepare for the worst-case scenario… so I did.”

The words hit Penelope like a punch to the gut.

Of course she had. That was how Amelia had survived before they’d found each other—by expecting the worst, by never getting too comfortable, by always having a plan for when things went wrong. And now, when faced with the possibility of losing the only real home she’d ever had, she’d done the only thing she knew how to do: prepared to run again.

“Oh, baby…” Penelope murmured, her voice thick with emotion. She reached up and gently cupped Amelia’s cheek, brushing her thumb against her skin. “I know you did. But I’m here, sweetheart. I’m okay. You don’t have to be ready to run anymore.”

Amelia swallowed hard. “Yeah… I know.”

But her grip on the bag didn’t loosen. Not yet.

Penelope didn’t push. She knew Amelia would need time—time to believe that she wasn’t going to lose her again, time to unlearn the survival instincts that had kept her alive for so long. Instead, she offered a small smile, tucking a stray strand of Amelia’s hair behind her ear like she had when she was little.

“It’s okay to be scared,” she said softly. “But you don’t have to do it alone. I’m not going anywhere.”

Amelia’s lips twitched upward in a tight, fleeting smile. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

Then, clearing her throat, Amelia shifted back, straightening her shoulders. “Let me get you some chocolate?”

Penelope hesitated for a moment, recognizing the deflection for what it was. But she also knew that if she pushed too hard, Amelia would shut down completely. So she let out a small chuckle and nodded.

“Alright,” she relented. “You go get me some chocolate. But don’t take too long, okay? We’ll talk more later.”

Amelia gave another small smile, then turned toward the door, the worn-out backpack still slung over her shoulder.

And as Penelope watched her go, she knew the conversation wasn’t over.

Not by a long shot.

The first few days after waking up were the hardest.

Penelope’s body felt like it belonged to someone else—heavy, sluggish, and unwilling to cooperate. Every movement was a reminder of the trauma she had endured, a sharp pull of pain that flared in protest. Her muscles ached from days of inactivity, and the deep wound in her side throbbed in time with her pulse. The doctors had warned her about the healing process, about how it would take time before she felt like herself again. But nothing had truly prepared her for how weak she felt, how even sitting up left her dizzy and exhausted.

The hospital ran like a well-oiled machine around her. Nurses flitted in and out, checking her vitals, adjusting her medication, and offering soft words of encouragement that often sounded more like orders. They coaxed her into moving, into shifting positions, into taking slow, careful steps toward recovery even when she wanted nothing more than to stay still and let the exhaustion swallow her whole.

Through it all, Amelia never left her side.

From the moment Penelope had opened her eyes, her daughter had been there, her small hand wrapped tightly around Penelope’s own, as if letting go would make everything fall apart again. Amelia had taken it upon herself to be Penelope’s personal guardian, watching over her with a level of intensity that made it clear she had no intention of letting anything happen again.

She kept track of everything—when Penelope needed to take her medication, what time the nurses were supposed to check in, how much she was eating and drinking. If a doctor was late for a scheduled visit, Amelia was the first to point it out. If a nurse adjusted a dosage, she was quick to question it, her sharp mind keeping tabs on every minor change.

Penelope couldn’t deny how much it warmed her heart. The love and devotion Amelia showed made her want to hold her close and never let go. But it also concerned her.

Amelia was twelve. She was still just a kid, and yet she was carrying the weight of her fears in a way that no child should have to. She had been through too much already, had spent too many years learning how to survive rather than how to simply be a child. And now, instead of allowing herself the relief of knowing Penelope was safe, Amelia had gone straight into survival mode—monitoring, guarding, making sure nothing slipped through the cracks.

Penelope tried to talk to her about it, to tell her that she didn’t have to be so vigilant, but every time she broached the subject, Amelia brushed it off with a casual remark, as if her fierce sense of responsibility was something as natural as breathing.

“I just want to make sure you’re okay,” she would say. “You scared me, Penelope.”

And those words cut deeper than anything else.

She had scared her daughter. She had almost left her. And while Penelope knew logically that it hadn’t been her fault, that she had done everything she could to survive, it didn’t erase the guilt that settled in her chest like a heavy stone.

The days stretched on, blurring together in a repetitive cycle of medical routines and slow recovery. The team came to visit often, each of them bringing their own unique presence into the sterile hospital room.

Rossi was the loudest, filling the space with warmth and laughter, determined to keep things light even when the reality of the situation weighed heavily on all of them. JJ brought snacks Amelia actually liked and smuggled in real coffee for Penelope when the hospital’s version proved to be barely drinkable.

Spencer, ever the steady presence, came bearing books, knowing Penelope would need something to occupy her mind. He sat with Amelia when she needed a break, speaking to her in a quiet, patient tone that only he could manage, as if he understood the turmoil she wasn’t voicing.

Even Emily came.

Penelope wasn’t sure what she had expected from her, but the quiet tenderness in Emily’s eyes every time she entered the room was enough to make her breath catch in her throat. She didn’t push, didn’t demand anything from Penelope. She simply sat beside her, offering quiet company when the noise of the hospital became too much.

She had caught Emily watching her once, a complicated mix of emotions playing across her face before she quickly looked away. Penelope wanted to talk about it, wanted to bring up the conversation they had started in the hospital room before—about love, about what it meant, about what came next—but the timing never felt right.

And so the days continued, each one bringing small victories.

The first time Penelope managed to sit up without assistance. The first time she walked across the room, slow and unsteady but triumphant. The first night she slept without waking up in a panic, the weight of Amelia’s small body curled up in the chair beside her offering a comfort she hadn’t known she needed.

The healing was happening. Slowly, painfully. But it was happening.

And through it all, Amelia remained by her side, holding on just as tightly as she always had.

The hospital room had become their whole world.

A week had passed since Penelope had woken up, and though she was healing, the days had begun to blur into one another. The steady beeping of machines, the hushed conversations of nurses outside her door, the sterile scent of disinfectant—it was all starting to feel suffocating.

What concerned her more, though, was Amelia.

Her daughter had barely left her side, only stepping out for brief moments when absolutely necessary. She spent every night curled up in the uncomfortable chair beside the bed, a blanket wrapped around her small frame. Penelope had lost count of how many times she had woken in the middle of the night to find Amelia still awake, watching over her as though afraid she would disappear if she so much as blinked.

It wasn’t healthy.

Which is why, that evening, she decided to push the issue.

“Bug,” Penelope said gently, shifting slightly in the bed to get a better look at Amelia. The girl was sitting cross-legged on the chair, flipping through a book, though Penelope could tell she wasn’t really reading it.

“Hm?” Amelia responded without looking up.

“I was thinking…” Penelope hesitated, knowing she had to approach this carefully. “Maybe tonight, you could go stay with Rossi?”

Amelia’s head snapped up instantly, her brow furrowing. “What?”

“You haven’t left this hospital in a week, sweetie. I think it might be good for you to go home, sleep in a real bed, eat some of Rossi’s home cooking. I bet he’d even let you pick the movie.”

Amelia closed the book with a sharp snap. “No.”

Penelope sighed. She had expected resistance, but the immediate refusal worried her. “Amelia, honey, you need a break. I’m okay. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I’m fine,” Amelia said quickly, voice tight. “I don’t need a break.”

Penelope reached out, taking Amelia’s hand in hers. “I know this has been a lot for you, baby. But I don’t want you to burn yourself out. I promise, I’ll be okay for one night. You can come back first thing in the morning.”

Amelia shook her head, her grip tightening around Penelope’s fingers. “No.”

“Amelia—”

“I said no, Penelope.” Her voice wavered slightly, but there was a stubborn fire in her eyes, one Penelope knew all too well. “I’m not leaving you.”

Penelope exhaled softly, stroking her thumb over Amelia’s knuckles. “You’re not going to lose me.”

Amelia didn’t respond. Her jaw was clenched, her posture tense. The tattered backpack she had been carrying around for the past week sat beside her, within arm’s reach.

Penelope hated that damn bag.

She understood it, understood why Amelia had started carrying it again after hearing the doctors prepare them for the worst. But it still hurt.

Amelia had spent too long living in survival mode, and Penelope could see that she was still there, still waiting for the moment when everything might fall apart again.

She wasn’t sure how to convince her that she didn’t need to be ready to run anymore.

“Okay,” Penelope finally said, squeezing Amelia’s hand. “I won’t push.”

Amelia let out a breath she had probably been holding, but she didn’t relax. She just pulled her hand away, curling her arms around herself instead.

Penelope swallowed the lump in her throat.

She would let it go for now, but this conversation wasn’t over.

She wasn’t giving up on helping her daughter learn how to feel safe again.

Physiotherapy had begun, and with it came the painful reality of how much work her body needed to recover.

Every movement sent waves of discomfort through her, but she pushed through, gritting her teeth as she followed the exercises given to her. The staff praised her determination, though she suspected they saw through the mask she wore. It wasn’t just her body that needed healing.

That morning, Amelia had once again refused to leave the hospital, her stubbornness leaving Penelope both touched and concerned. She knew her daughter’s refusal was rooted in fear, but she had hoped that, with time, Amelia would feel comfortable enough to take a step away—even just for a night. So far, that hope had gone unanswered.

By the time Emily arrived that afternoon, Penelope was physically drained and emotionally raw. She barely had the energy to sit up in bed, but she mustered a tired smirk as Emily breezed in, placing a coffee on the tray beside her with a knowing look.

“I can’t even have caffeine yet,” Penelope muttered, eyeing the cup suspiciously.

Emily smirked. “It’s decaf.”

Penelope huffed. “That’s even worse.”

Emily laughed, settling into the chair beside her bed. There was an ease to their conversations that Penelope had missed. The two of them had always had a natural rhythm, a back-and-forth that felt effortless, but now, there was something else beneath the surface. A weight. A hesitation. As if they were both waiting for the other to acknowledge what had changed between them.

They talked about Amelia, about the team, about the soap opera Emily had somehow become invested in while waiting in the hospital. Penelope found herself grateful for the distraction, even as she felt herself growing more exhausted by the minute.

At one point, Emily reached out, her fingers lightly brushing against Penelope’s hand where it rested on the bed. The touch was brief, almost hesitant, but it sent a familiar warmth through her chest. Their eyes met, and for a moment, the conversation faded into silence.

“Pen…” Emily started, her voice softer now.

Penelope swallowed. She knew that tone. It was the same one Emily had used that night at Sean’s, when she had spoken the words Penelope hadn’t been ready to hear.

She wasn’t sure she was ready now, either.

Shifting slightly, she forced a smirk, breaking the moment before it could solidify into something heavier. “So, tell me more about this terrible soap opera you’re hooked on.”

Emily exhaled a quiet laugh, shaking her head, but she let it go. For now.

As the day of her release approached, Penelope found herself growing increasingly anxious. She had spoken to Emily a few times since coming out of her coma, but their relationship was still on shaky ground after Emily’s supposed death.

The uncertainty gnawed at her, sitting heavily in her chest. Would Emily show up? Would she want to? And if she did, what would they even say to each other? There was so much left unsaid between them, a minefield of emotions neither had dared to fully explore.

She sat on the edge of her hospital bed, her foot tapping restlessly against the linoleum floor as she checked her phone for what had to be the millionth time that morning. No new messages. No missed calls. She sighed, tossing the device onto the blanket beside her, willing herself not to read too much into the silence.

"Taxi service," a familiar voice called from the doorway.

Penelope’s head snapped up, a grin spreading across her face at the sight of Jamie leaning casually against the frame, hands stuffed into his pockets.

"Ah, my knight in shining armor has arrived!" she teased, a playful lilt to her voice despite the nerves simmering beneath the surface.

Before Jamie could respond, Amelia spoke up, her voice practical and businesslike as always.

"Thanks for coming to take us home, Jamie. I can give you some money for gas—"

Jamie chuckled, shaking her head before Amelia could even finish the offer. "No need, kiddo. It's my pleasure. Just happy to help out."

Penelope’s smile faltered slightly as she watched her daughter. The automatic way she offered to pay, as though responsibility rested squarely on her small shoulders, made something in Penelope’s heart ache. Amelia had grown up too fast, forced into survival mode for too long. She wanted so badly for her daughter to just be a kid again.

She pushed the thought aside for now, instead plastering on an enthusiastic grin as she swung her legs over the bed, moving to stand.

"Alrighty then! Time to blow this popsicle stand."

But Amelia, ever vigilant, was already shaking her head.

"I’ll go get the wheelchair. And the doctor. They should do one last check-up."

Penelope sighed but knew better than to argue. She reached out and squeezed Amelia’s shoulder gently.

"Honey, I’ve been walking laps around this room for weeks now. I’ll be fine walking out myself."

Amelia crossed her arms. "Well, it’s hospital policy, Penelope."

There it was again—her name, not "Mom." A quiet reminder of the emotional distance Amelia still kept between them, no matter how much time had passed.

Penelope forced herself to exhale, offering a small nod instead of pushing back. "Alright, alright… go get the wheelchair, sweetheart. I’ll wait here."

Satisfied, Amelia turned to Jamie. "And you’ll need to sign the release forms. They won’t let me because I’m a minor."

Jamie shot her a reassuring smile. "Don’t worry, kiddo. I’ve done this before. You just go and get the wheelchair for your mom, and I’ll handle the paperwork."

With a determined nod, Amelia rushed off down the hall.

Jamie watched her go before stepping further into the room, his expression softening as he turned back to Penelope. "She still acting closed off?"

Penelope let out a heavy sigh, rubbing a hand over her face. "Yeah… she’s still keeping her guard up. She’s being overly protective, and she’s still carrying that damn backpack around."

Jamie frowned. "The same one from when she was on the streets?"

Penelope nodded. "She won’t let it out of her sight. She won’t say it, but I know what it means. She’s still waiting for the worst to happen."

Jamie exhaled, coming to sit beside his best friend. He slung an arm around her shoulders, offering comfort in the way only he could.

"Maybe once you’ve settled at home again, she’ll start to feel more secure."

Penelope leaned into his warmth, letting herself relax for just a moment. "I hope so… I just worry about her, you know? She’s been through so much already, and she’s just a kid."

Jamie gave her a small squeeze. "Hey, you brought down that guard before… you can do it again, Pen."

Penelope wanted to believe him. She really did. But before she could voice her doubts, there was a knock at the door.

Both she and Jamie looked up in unison.


The knock at the hospital room door was hesitant, almost uncertain, and Penelope barely had time to process it before she looked up to see Emily standing there, flowers in hand, a nervous flush creeping up her cheeks.

For a moment, Penelope forgot how to breathe. It wasn’t that she hadn’t seen Emily in the last two weeks—she had. They had spoken, exchanged words that danced around something deeper, something neither of them had been ready to address. But this was different. This was Emily standing at her door, unannounced, with a bouquet of flowers and an expression that made Penelope’s heart ache in the best and worst ways.

Penelope swallowed, her voice coming out softer than she intended. “Emily… what are you doing here?”

Emily shifted on her feet, clearly out of her element. “I, uh… I wasn’t sure if you had a way home from the hospital.” She glanced past Penelope and spotted Jamie, who was watching the exchange with an amused expression. Emily let out an awkward chuckle. “I see you do.”

Jamie, ever the spectator, raised an eyebrow, smirking as he leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “Yeah, I kinda called dibs on the taxi service.”

Penelope bit back a laugh, torn between wanting to ease Emily’s nerves and enjoying the rare sight of her looking so unsure of herself. “That’s sweet of you, Em. But yeah, Jamie’s got it covered.”

Emily nodded quickly, her fingers tightening around the bouquet for a split second before she thrust them toward Penelope, as though only just remembering she had them. “Right… yeah… that… that makes sense. But, uh, I brought these. For you.”

Penelope took the flowers, her fingers grazing Emily’s for the briefest moment. The touch sent a small, involuntary shiver down her spine, but she masked it well. She inhaled deeply, letting the scent of lilies and roses fill her senses before offering Emily a soft smile. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.”

Emily’s lips quirked in something that wasn’t quite a smile, wasn’t quite a smirk. “Yeah, well… you deserve beautiful things.”

Jamie made a sound—something between a cough and a laugh—that had Penelope throwing him a sharp look. He didn’t even try to look apologetic.

Emily cleared her throat, clearly eager to escape the scrutiny. “I should, uh… I should let you finish getting ready. But, um… if you and Amelia need dinner or anything later, I can drop something by.”

The offer was simple, casual even, but Penelope knew Emily well enough to recognize that there was more beneath it. This was her way of trying—of reaching out, even if she wasn’t quite sure how to.

Penelope’s lips curled into a grateful smile. “That would be nice. I’ll let you know.”

Emily nodded, shifting back a step. “Right. Well… I’ll see you later then.”

Penelope watched as she turned, heading toward the door, her movements just a little too stiff. Something in her chest twisted at the sight, but she let her go. For now.

As soon as the door clicked shut behind Emily, Jamie let out a low whistle. “Well, that was something.”

Penelope sighed, shaking her head as she placed the flowers on the bedside table. “You’re enjoying this way too much buddy.”

Jamie grinned, dropping onto the chair beside her. “Oh, absolutely. It’s cute. I can see why you fell for her.”

Penelope rolled her eyes, though the warmth on her face betrayed her. “Shut up.”

Jamie only laughed, the sound filling the room as Penelope sat back, her fingers absently brushing over the petals of Emily’s flowers, a small, secret smile playing on her lips.

Jamie chuckled, shaking his head at Penelope’s flustered expression. 

“So, what’s going on with you two?” he asked, leaning against the hospital bed railing. “Now that she’s back from the dead, is there a round two romance on the cards?”

Penelope let out a long sigh, running a hand through her hair. 

“It’s… complicated,” she admitted. “I mean, we both still care about each other, but there are a lot of feelings and things unsaid. Plus, there’s Amelia to consider…”

Jamie glanced down at the flowers Penelope was still holding. “Well, she clearly wants to be with you. These are your favorite flowers.”

Penelope looked down at the bouquet in her hands, her fingers brushing gently over the petals. Emily had remembered. Even after everything, she had remembered something as small as that. 

“Yeah,” she murmured, a small smile playing on her lips. “She has a good memory, I’ll give her that. But it’s not as simple as that. There’s a lot of history, a lot of pain. I just don’t want to be hurt again.”

Jamie’s expression softened. “She didn’t mean to hurt you though, Pen. It wasn’t her choice to have to go into hiding.”

Penelope nodded, her gaze dropping to the floor. “I know that, Jamie. I do. But it’s still hard to just forget it all, you know? The pain, the heartache. It’s like it’s still so fresh in my mind.”

Jamie sighed, his fingers drumming against the railing. “Yeah, I do… but if I can find love again after losing my husband, maybe you can give Emily a second try at being your partner.”

Penelope’s throat tightened. She wanted to. God, she wanted to. But the fear, the hesitation—it was still there, lingering like a shadow she couldn’t quite escape. 

“I want to, Jamie, I do. But it’s scary. I’ve never been good at vulnerability, never been good at letting my guard down and letting someone in. And I don’t know if I can handle being hurt again.”

Jamie hummed in thought, his expression unreadable. 

Penelope narrowed her eyes at him. “Out with it, Jamie. I can tell you want to say something.”

Jamie smirked, shaking his head. “Well, it’s just… I like to think I know you pretty well, Pen.”

Penelope smiled wryly. “You do. Better than anyone else. So spill it. What’s on your mind?”

Jamie leaned forward slightly. “Did you really let her in the first time? I mean… there’s you being less bubbly and then there’s you actually being vulnerable.”

Penelope opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. She hesitated, staring at Jamie as the truth settled deep in her chest. 

“That’s… a fair point,” she admitted. “And to be honest, I’m not sure. It seemed like I did at the time. But looking back now… maybe I didn’t fully let her in as much as I thought I did.”

Jamie nodded knowingly. “Which is understandable… I mean, you guys never got to the stage of having a conversation about being more than just friends fooling around.”

Penelope let out a bitter laugh. “No, we didn’t. We were just in that… friends-with-benefits stage, I guess. We never really defined what we were, what we wanted from each other. And then she was gone, and it was too late.”

Jamie studied her for a long moment before asking, “So… what would you want?”

Penelope exhaled slowly, considering the question. 

“I want… I want what we had before. That connection, that intimacy. And more. I want the chance to really be with her, to love her openly and without any reservations.”

Jamie smiled, nudging her lightly. “For what it’s worth… she seems like she wants that too.”

A small flutter of hope stirred in Penelope’s chest. She glanced down at the flowers again, brushing her fingers over the petals. “You really think so?”

Jamie let out a scoff. “Are you kidding? She gave me daggers for days, and now she’s all sheepish and blushy. You’ve got her whipped.”

Penelope laughed, shaking her head. “Whipped, huh? That’s a strong word. You make it sound like she’s completely at my mercy.”

Jamie smirked. “She is.”

Penelope rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t stop the amused smirk tugging at her lips. 

“Alright, maybe you have a point. She does seem a little… smitten.”

Jamie grinned. “I mean, who can blame her?”

Penelope scoffed, crossing her arms. “You’re biased. You think everyone should be swooning over me.”

The sound of footsteps approaching the door made them both pause. Then, a young voice piped up. 

“Swooning? What’s that?”

Both Penelope and Jamie turned to see Amelia pushing the wheelchair into the room, her brows furrowed in curiosity. Her timing was impeccable, and Jamie had the audacity to chuckle at Penelope’s horrified expression.

“How long have you been standing there?” Penelope asked, attempting to keep her voice casual while throwing Jamie a warning look.

Amelia shrugged. “Long enough to hear something about swooning and people being at someone’s mercy.” She paused, tilting her head. “Is swooning like fainting? Because I don’t see anyone passing out.”

Jamie laughed outright while Penelope groaned, rubbing her temples. 

“It’s nothing, sweetheart,” Penelope said quickly, reaching out to ruffle Amelia’s hair in an attempt to distract her. “Just Jamie being overdramatic as per usual.”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “That’s like the fifth time you’ve said that.”

Penelope raised an eyebrow. “Oh, so you pay attention more than I thought. And let’s not go rolling our eyes here, missy.”

Amelia scoffed playfully. “Ha ha, Penelope. Come on, let’s go home.”

Penelope let out a soft laugh, glancing at Jamie before pushing herself up from the bed. She took one last look around the hospital room—the place she had spent weeks recovering, the place that had been both a prison and a sanctuary. And now, she was finally leaving it behind. 

“Alright, alright,” she said, adjusting the flowers in her grasp. “I’m coming. Let’s go home.”

The living room was quiet, save for the soft hum of the television playing a program neither of them was really watching. The glow of the screen flickered against the walls, casting shifting shadows across the room. A half-empty mug of tea sat on the coffee table, long gone cold. Outside, the wind whispered against the windows, but inside, an uneasy stillness had settled.  

Penelope sat curled up on the couch, wrapped in a blanket that did little to chase away the deeper ache in her bones. She was healing—at least, that’s what everyone kept telling her. But healing was slow, uneven, frustrating. Some days, she could almost forget the pain. Tonight wasn’t one of those days. Still, despite the lingering soreness, she felt more at ease than she had in weeks. The warmth of home was beginning to settle into her again.  

But the atmosphere between her and Amelia held a weight that she couldn’t ignore.  

Her eyes drifted to the clock on the wall. The minute hand inched forward, marking the passage of time with an indifferent rhythm. Later than she’d realized. The kind of late that made her stomach sink with guilt. Amelia should have been in bed an hour ago.  

She turned her gaze to her daughter, who sat on the floor, legs folded beneath her, absently flipping through the pages of a book. The soft rustling of paper filled the space between them, but Amelia’s eyes weren’t really scanning the words. She wasn’t reading. She was waiting.  

Penelope shifted slightly, wincing as her muscles protested the movement. “Hey, sweetie,” she said gently. “I think it’s about time you get ready for bed. It’s getting late.”  

Amelia didn’t look up. “I’m okay.”  

Penelope’s brow furrowed. The automatic response, quiet but firm, made something uneasy stir in her chest.  

“No, sweetheart. It’s past your usual bedtime. You need to get some rest.”  

A beat of silence stretched between them, thick and unmoving. Then, a muttered, “It’s not like I’m going to school tomorrow.”  

Penelope stilled. A nagging feeling settled deep in her gut.  

She sat up straighter, shifting so she could see Amelia more clearly. “Honey, why wouldn’t you be going to school?”  

Amelia shrugged, still keeping her eyes trained on the book, as if willing it to be a shield. “You need me here.”  

The words were soft, but they hit harder than Penelope expected. A breath she hadn’t realized she was holding slipped from her lips.  

She reached for calm, steadying her voice. “Sweetheart, I don’t want you to miss school because of me. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself during the day.”  

At that, Amelia’s head snapped up. Her eyes flashed with something sharp—frustration, hurt, fear. A tangled storm of emotions that she was too young to have to carry.  

“No, you’re not.”  

Penelope inhaled sharply, caught off guard by the raw honesty in her daughter’s voice. “Amelia I don’t need you to look after me…”  

“Well, someone has to,” Amelia cut in, her tone sharper than usual.  

Penelope studied her carefully. The way she held herself, tense and guarded, the way her fingers curled tightly around the book in her lap—it all spoke of a burden too heavy for such small shoulders.  

“Sweetheart,” Penelope tried again, softer this time. “It’s not your job to take care of me like that. You’re a kid. You should be going to school, spending time with your friends, not worrying about me.”  

For a moment, she thought she saw something crack in Amelia’s expression. A flicker of hesitation, like she wanted to believe her.  

But then—  

“Then maybe don’t get shot, Penelope.”  

The words came fast and sharp, slicing through the air between them.  

Penelope flinched. A sudden, suffocating guilt pressed against her ribs, making it hard to breathe. Her throat tightened, a lump forming that she couldn’t quite swallow.  

“Amelia…”  

Her daughter’s face was a battlefield of emotion—anger, fear, and something deeper, something raw and wounded, lurking just beneath the surface.  

“I…” Penelope reached out a hand, hesitant, desperate to bridge the growing distance between them. But Amelia stood up before she could, taking a small step back. It was barely a movement, but it felt like a wall slamming into place.  

Penelope’s heart ached.  

Amelia inhaled deeply, pressing her lips together like she was holding back words she wasn’t ready to say. When she finally spoke, her voice was quieter. Tired.  

“You’re right. It’s my bedtime.”  

She turned away, heading for the stairs. But just as she reached them, she hesitated. Without looking back, she added, “I’ll come down in an hour to make sure you take your tablets.”  

Penelope didn’t have the strength to argue. She could only nod, her voice trapped somewhere between guilt and heartbreak.  

She watched as Amelia ascended the stairs, each step feeling heavier than the last. When the soft click of her bedroom door shutting echoed through the house, Penelope let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.  

Her gaze drifted toward the ceiling. Her hands clasped together in her lap, fingers twisting, as if in silent prayer.  

She exhaled shakily, a whisper barely breaking the quiet.  

“What have I done…”  


Penelope sat on the couch, her body sinking into the cushions as she let out a tired sigh. The weight of the evening pressed down on her, heavier than she’d expected. The dim glow of the television flickered across the room, casting restless shadows on the walls, but the program playing in the background was just noise—something to fill the silence, though it did little to drown out the thoughts circling her mind.
Amelia’s words still echoed in her head, each syllable sharp with pain and frustration, settling deep in her chest like a weight she couldn’t shake. She rubbed her temples, willing away the dull ache behind her eyes, but exhaustion muddied her thoughts, making it difficult to find clarity.
She knew Amelia was scared—angry, too. But fear and anger tangled so easily, especially in someone so young. Penelope wanted to reach her, to break through the walls that had been building between them, but how could she reassure her daughter when she wasn’t even sure she believed the reassurances herself? The fear hadn’t faded. The wound still throbbed. The aftermath of it all still clung to their home like an unwelcome guest.
Amelia was just a child. She shouldn’t have to carry this burden.
Lost in thought, Penelope nearly jumped when her phone pinged beside her, the sudden sound cutting through the quiet. She blinked, her heart stuttering slightly before she exhaled and glanced at the screen.
A message.
Her fingers hovered over the device for a beat before picking it up. It was late—too late for casual check-ins. A flicker of worry crossed her mind. But as she read the name on the screen, a different emotion stirred beneath the exhaustion.
Emily.
Her breath caught. A moment of hesitation—just a heartbeat—before she swiped the screen open.
Emily: How’s the patient?
It was such a simple message, but it sent a warmth through her that she hadn’t realized she needed. A small, tired smile pulled at the corner of her lips. Emily always had a way of grounding her, even from miles away.
Without overthinking it, she typed out a response.
Penelope: Just got home. Amelia is being a little grumpy. I think she’s tired.
She barely had time to set the phone down before it vibrated again—but this time, it wasn’t a message.
Emily was calling.
Penelope’s stomach flipped.
She stared at the screen for a second longer than necessary, her thumb hesitating over the answer button. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk—she did. More than she wanted to admit. But there was something about hearing Emily’s voice right now, something about letting herself lean into that comfort, that made her chest feel tight.
Still, she pressed the button and lifted the phone to her ear.
“Hey,” she said, her voice softer than she meant it to be.
“Hey,” Emily replied, and there was something in her tone—something warm, familiar. Steady. “Are you okay?”
The sincerity in those three words nearly unraveled her.
She swallowed, glancing toward the stairs where Amelia had disappeared earlier. “I… yeah.” The hesitation in her own voice betrayed her. “Just trying to settle in at home with Amelia. She’s been a little… off tonight.”
“Is that normal?” Emily asked, concern weaving through her voice. “She doesn’t strike me as a grumpy kid.”
Penelope let out a quiet breath, tilting her head back against the couch. “No, it’s not normal. She’s usually bright and bubbly, but tonight she was like a storm cloud. She’s been acting so different since… well, since I got hurt.”
Saying it out loud made it real in a way she wasn’t prepared for.
A silence stretched between them, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that spoke of understanding, of someone who didn’t need to fill the quiet with empty reassurances.
After a moment, Emily’s voice came through, softer this time. “Pen?”
Penelope closed her eyes. “Yeah, I’m here… just… trying to keep it together.” Her voice wavered, cracking under the weight of everything she had been holding in. “It’s just hard, seeing Amelia like this. I feel like I’m failing her.”
“Penelope.” Emily’s voice was firm but gentle, an anchor. “You’re amazing with her. No way you’re failing her. You saved her, Pen… just like you saved me.”
The words hit deeper than Penelope expected.
She pressed a hand to her chest as if that could ease the way her heart clenched. Guilt and gratitude tangled together inside her, a familiar war she hadn’t quite figured out how to win.
“I… I try, Em,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “But sometimes it feels like it’s not enough. I’m supposed to protect her, to be strong for her… How can I, when I—”
She cut herself off, shaking her head as if she could physically push the thought away.
But Emily wasn’t fooled.
“Pen…” Her voice was careful, coaxing. “You don’t have to be strong all the time.”
Penelope swallowed hard, gripping the phone like it was the only thing keeping her tethered. Vulnerability had always been a terrifying thing. But somehow, with Emily, it didn’t feel quite as dangerous.
She took a shaky breath, the question forming before she could second-guess it.
“Em… can I, uh… can I ask you something?”
There was a pause. And then, Emily’s voice—soft, almost… hopeful.
“Anything.”
Penelope hesitated for only a second before pushing past her nerves. “Would you… would you be willing to come over? Just for a bit? I could really use a friend right now.”
The silence that followed stretched just long enough for doubt to creep in.
Had she overstepped?
But then—
“I… yeah.” Emily’s voice was steady, certain. “I’m on my way.”
Relief crashed over Penelope, leaving her breathless. She exhaled, her grip on the phone loosening slightly.
“Thank you, Emily,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “Really. Thank you. I’ll see you soon.”
“You will,” Emily promised, and then the call ended.
Penelope stared at the screen for a long moment, letting the warmth of Emily’s words settle over her.
For the first time in what felt like days, she didn’t feel so alone.
Emily was coming.
And somehow, that made everything feel just a little bit lighter.

A soft knock at the door pulled Penelope from her thoughts. She glanced at the clock—half an hour had passed since she’d last spoken to Emily. Swallowing the sudden lump in her throat, she pushed herself up from the couch and moved toward the door. When she opened it, she blinked in surprise.

Emily stood there, looking slightly disheveled, dressed in plaid pajama bottoms and a hoodie that was far too large for her. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy bun, a few loose strands framing her flushed face. She sheepishly held up a pint of Penelope’s favorite ice cream, her fingers gripping the container a little too tightly.

Penelope’s heart melted at the sight. A small smile tugged at her lips as she leaned against the doorframe, arms crossing over her chest. “You came bearing ice cream, huh?” She nodded at the pint in Emily’s hand. “My favorite, no less.”

Emily’s blush deepened. “Sounded like you might need it.”

Penelope exhaled softly, warmth blooming in her chest. She reached out, her fingers brushing lightly against Emily’s as she took the ice cream. A small shiver ran down her spine at the brief contact, but she ignored it, stepping aside to let Emily in.

“You know me too well,” she murmured, closing the door behind them. “Come on in, make yourself comfortable.”

Emily wandered further inside, her eyes scanning the space before she let out a low whistle. “Wow… this new house is really something, huh?”

Penelope chuckled, leading them into the living room. “Yeah, it’s different from the old one, that’s for sure. Still getting used to it myself.” She gestured toward the couch. “Take a seat, make yourself comfortable. Want something to drink?”

“Water’s great,” Emily said, but she’d stopped moving. Her gaze had landed on a cluster of framed photos displayed on the bookshelf. “Oh, look… you guys have so many cute pictures together.”

Penelope followed Emily’s gaze, her expression softening. The room wasn’t fully decorated yet, but the pictures were the first thing she’d set up. Each one held a piece of their journey—beach trips, lazy Sundays, the first day of school. She walked closer, picking up a frame of her and Amelia at the shore, the wind whipping their hair as they laughed.

“If these are all the memories you’ve made in just nine months,” Emily mused, tilting her head, “you’re gonna need a whole separate house just for photos by next fall.”

Penelope chuckled, but there was a tinge of bittersweet nostalgia in her voice. “You’re probably right. It’s just… we’ve had so many adventures together. It’s hard not to document them.”

Emily’s voice was quiet, yet firm. “Look at how happy you’re making that little girl, Pen.”

Penelope swallowed past the lump forming in her throat as she stared at the photo, at Amelia’s beaming face. “Yeah… she’s everything to me. But I worry I’m not doing enough. That I’m not giving her everything she needs.”

Emily turned to her, brows furrowing. “What else could you possibly give her?”

Penelope sighed, setting the frame back down. “Stability. A normal life. One where she doesn’t have to deal with her mother getting shot every other year.”

Emily’s jaw tightened. “Well, I’m hoping the shooting was the last one now that Sean’s out of the picture.” Her voice dropped to something softer. “Don’t think I could cope with you being hurt again.”

Penelope turned to face her fully, caught off guard by the raw honesty in Emily’s voice. She took a small step closer. “I hope so too, Em. I’m tired of scaring you.” Her voice wavered slightly. “And honestly? I’m tired of being afraid.”

Emily’s eyes darkened with understanding. “How long have you been afraid?”

Penelope let out a heavy breath, rubbing her temples. “Ever since I became a mother, I guess. There’s this constant fear—of failing her, of something happening to her, of not being able to protect her.” Her hands fell to her sides. “It’s exhausting.”

Emily hesitated, then took a small step forward. “Can I do anything to make you less afraid?”

Penelope met her gaze, heart pounding. She swallowed hard before speaking, her voice barely above a whisper. “Just… being here with me helps. I feel less afraid when you’re with me.”

Emily smiled, soft and reassuring. The warmth of it spread through Penelope like a quiet promise. Tentatively, she reached out and took Emily’s hand, squeezing it gently. The gesture was simple, yet deeply grounding. Emily squeezed back.

For the first time in a long while, Penelope let herself breathe.

—

Later that night, after Emily had gone, Penelope moved through the quiet house, checking the locks, ensuring everything was as it should be. The weight of the evening still pressed against her chest, but the warmth of Emily’s presence lingered like a comforting whisper.

As she passed Amelia’s bedroom, she peeked inside, expecting to find her daughter curled up under her blankets. Instead, her heart stilled at the sight before her.

Amelia wasn’t in her bed. She was curled up on the floor, her tattered backpack clutched tightly against her chest.

Penelope’s breath hitched.

It was like stepping back in time—to the first few months after Amelia moved in, when beds felt too comfortable, too foreign. When she’d been too used to hard floors and cold nights to trust a warm bed.

Tears pricked at Penelope’s eyes as she crouched beside Amelia’s sleeping form. Even in sleep, her daughter held onto her backpack like a lifeline. The sight shattered something deep within Penelope’s chest.

Slowly, she reached out, brushing a few strands of Amelia’s hair from her face. The girl shifted slightly, but didn’t wake—just clutched the bag tighter.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Penelope whispered, voice thick with emotion. “You don’t have to do this anymore.”

She inhaled deeply, blinking back the tears threatening to spill. Tomorrow, they would talk. She would make sure Amelia knew, truly knew, that she was safe. That she didn’t have to go back to old survival instincts. That she had a home—a real one, with people who loved her.

For now, she reached for the extra blanket at the foot of the bed and gently draped it over her daughter, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

Penelope sat on the edge of Amelia’s bed, staring down at her daughter still curled up on the floor.Penelope sighed, rubbing her face. This wasn’t just about the shooting—this was deeper. Amelia had spent years surviving on her own, and no matter how much Penelope tried to make this house a home, there was always the chance that something could rip it away from her again.

She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, watching the slow rise and fall of Amelia’s breath, before she forced herself to stand. She needed sleep. She needed to think.

---

The next morning, Penelope was in the kitchen, sipping a coffee she barely tasted, when Amelia finally shuffled in. Her hair was messy, her hoodie hanging loose off one shoulder, and she barely looked at Penelope as she moved toward the fridge.

Penelope waited, gauging the girl’s mood. “Hey, sweetheart. You sleep okay?”

Amelia shrugged, pulling out the milk. “Yeah.”

It was a lie, but Penelope didn’t push. Not yet. “You hungry?”

Another shrug. “Not really.”

Penelope bit the inside of her cheek. Amelia was shutting down. The sarcasm, the pushback from the night before—it was gone. This was worse.

Penelope set her mug down, trying to keep her voice light. “So, I was thinking maybe today we could—”

“I’m going to school.”

Penelope blinked. “You sure?”

Amelia nodded, pouring cereal into a bowl. “Yeah. You’re fine, right? You don’t need me here.”

Penelope’s chest tightened. “Amelia, you don’t have to—”

“I said I’m going.”

And just like that, the conversation was over.

---

Penelope watched as Amelia climbed into the carpool that picked her up each morning. The girl barely spared her a glance before pulling her hood up and leaning against the window.

She felt a presence behind her, and a second later, Jamie’s voice cut through the quiet. “She talk to you?”

Penelope let out a dry laugh. “Barely.”

Jamie crossed his arms, watching as the car disappeared down the street. “You gonna let her shut you out?”

Penelope sighed, rubbing her temples. “I don’t want to push her.”

“She’s already pushing you away, Pen. Maybe it’s time to push back.”

Penelope frowned, her mind churning. “I just don’t know what the right move is. If I push too hard, she’ll shut down even more.”

Jamie nodded, considering. “Maybe you don’t push her. Maybe you just… show her you’re not going anywhere.”

Penelope looked at him, something heavy settling in her chest. “How?”

He shrugged. “You figure that out. But I don’t think this is just about you getting hurt. I think she’s scared of something bigger.”

Penelope swallowed. That was the part that terrified her—because deep down, she knew Jamie was right.

Something was breaking inside Amelia, and Penelope didn’t know how to fix it.

Two weeks had passed, and in that time, Penelope had watched her daughter slip further and further away from her.
Amelia had grown quieter, retreating into herself, her usual spark dulled by something Penelope couldn't reach. The once-lively conversations over breakfast had dwindled into silence, the music that usually filled their home replaced by an unsettling stillness. Laughter had become rare, replaced by sighs and forced smiles that never quite reached Amelia’s eyes.
The change was most evident in her schoolwork—assignments left incomplete, grades slipping, and now, outright refusal to go at all.
Penelope had told herself it would pass, that Amelia just needed time to adjust, but with every day that dragged by, the distance between them only seemed to widen.
Sitting at her desk in the BAU, Penelope tried to focus on the report in front of her, but the words swam on the page, meaningless and blurred. A headache throbbed at her temples, made worse by the harsh overhead lighting and the low hum of office chatter around her.
Her mind was stuck on Amelia, on the problem she had no idea how to fix.
The sharp ring of her phone startled her out of her thoughts, her pulse jumping as she snatched it up.
She barely needed to check the caller ID—there weren’t many people who called her in the middle of the workday—but when she saw Jamie’s name on the screen, her stomach twisted.
That was never a good sign.
“Hey,” she greeted, already bracing herself for bad news.
Jamie sighed on the other end of the line, the sound heavy with frustration. “We didn’t even make it out of the car and into school this time.”
Penelope slumped back in her chair, pinching the bridge of her nose.
So much for things getting better.
“Great. Just great,” she muttered, pushing aside the report she hadn’t been reading anyway. “What happened?”
“Nothing. She just refused.” Jamie’s voice held equal parts concern and exasperation. “I have that job meeting today, though, so…”
He trailed off, and Penelope closed her eyes for a beat.
She knew how much this meeting meant to him—he’d been working toward getting his book published for months, pouring everything into it. He deserved to focus on his career, not be stuck dealing with Amelia’s latest crisis.
“Yeah, I remember,” she said, forcing a reassuring tone into her voice. “You go ahead to your meeting. I'll... I'll figure something out with Amelia.”
“You sure? I can—”
“No, Jamie. Go nail that book pitch,” Penelope interrupted before he could offer again. “You got this.”
There was a pause before Jamie responded, his voice softer this time. “Okay. Thanks, Pen. So… do you want me to drive Amelia home or to the BAU?”
Penelope hesitated, glancing around the bullpen.
Bringing Amelia to the BAU wasn’t ideal. It wasn’t exactly the best place for a sulking, school-avoiding twelve-year-old. The energy here could be overwhelming—the constant movement, the tension that lingered in the air, the unspoken weight of the cases they worked.
But leaving Amelia alone at home felt worse.
At least here, Penelope could keep an eye on her, make sure she wasn’t shutting down completely.
“Drop her at the BAU,” she decided. “I’ll get her home later.”
Jamie let out a relieved breath. “Alright. I’ll be there in about twenty.”
As soon as she hung up, Penelope rubbed her temples, exhaustion pressing down on her like a weight she couldn’t shake.
This wasn’t sustainable.
She needed to get through to Amelia somehow, but nothing she’d tried had worked so far.
She just had no idea what to do next.

The office was unusually quiet in the aftermath of the phone call. Penelope Garcia let out a slow, measured breath, her fingers tightening slightly around the phone receiver before she placed it back in its cradle. The call had only confirmed what she already knew—Amelia was struggling. And despite all her best efforts, Penelope wasn’t sure how to help.  

She hesitated for a moment, staring at the closed door of Aaron Hotchner’s office. She hated feeling like she didn’t have the answers, but if there was anyone who could help her make sense of this, it was Hotch.  

Gathering her courage, she knocked.  

There was a brief pause before she heard his voice, slightly muffled but firm.  

"Come in."  

Penelope cracked the door open and peeked in, offering a strained smile.  

"Hey, Hotch. You got a minute?"  

He set down his pen, studying her with quiet attentiveness. "Of course. Come in."  

She stepped inside, gently shutting the door behind her before settling into the chair across from his desk. She wrung her hands in her lap, something she hadn’t even realized she was doing until Hotch’s sharp eyes flicked to them.  

"I’m sorry to barge in like this," she said, her voice softer than usual. "I just… I need some advice."  

Hotch nodded, leaning forward slightly. "Anytime. Is it about Amelia?"  

The tightness in Penelope’s chest only grew at the mention of her daughter’s name. She nodded, the weariness in her face unmistakable.  

"Yeah. It’s about Amelia. She’s been… struggling lately. She refuses to go to school, won’t sleep in her own bed, and she’s so protective of her backpack like it holds the last bit of safety she has left."  

Hotch’s brow furrowed. "The same backpack she had at the hospital?"  

"Yeah," Penelope confirmed, her voice tinged with worry. "It’s like she’s regressing, back to how she was when she first came to live with me. She was doing so well—getting along with Jamie, excelling in school, adjusting to a real home… but now it feels like everything’s unraveling."  

Hotch’s expression remained composed, but his eyes softened. "You both went through something very traumatic when Sean came back. And you were hurt."  

The memory slammed into her like a freight train. The cold fear, the pain, the sound of the gunshot echoing in her ears. Instinctively, her hand ghosted over her abdomen, fingers grazing the scar beneath her blouse.  

"Yeah," she murmured, her voice quieter now. "I know. But I thought she was doing okay. I thought I was doing okay."  

"Penelope, healing isn’t linear. The progress she made before the incident—it’s still there. This doesn’t erase it."  

She let out a shaky sigh, running a hand through her hair. "I know you’re right. I do. It’s just so hard to watch her struggle. I want to help her, but I feel like I’m failing."  

"You can’t fail her," Hotch said simply. "Not unless you give up. And you won’t. Because that would mean proving her insecurities right."  

Penelope sucked in a deep breath, his words settling into her bones. She would never give up on Amelia. Not now. Not ever.  

"I just wish I knew how to make it better," she admitted, voice heavy with frustration.  

Hotch leaned back slightly. "What did you do last time?"  

She thought back to those first few months, the tentative steps of building trust, the nights spent reassuring Amelia that she was safe.  

"I created stability for her," she said, more to herself than to him. "Gave her her own space, filled it with things that were hers. I made sure she knew she was safe. That she could trust me."  

Hotch nodded. "Have you tried talking to her about what she’s feeling?"  

Penelope huffed out a tired laugh. "Oh, I’ve tried. But it’s like talking to a brick wall. She just shuts down, pretends everything’s fine."  

"Have you considered letting someone else talk to her?"  

Penelope frowned. "Like who?"  

"A professional," Hotch said.  

Her lips twisted into a wry smile. "Therapy? I’ve tried, Hotch. I really have. But Amelia is stubborn. She refuses to open up to anyone but me."  

Hotch hesitated for a moment, then said, "Part of helping her feel secure might be… enforcing more structure."  

Penelope blinked. "Structure?"  

"A firmer hand," he clarified.  

Her brows knitted together. "You’re saying I need to be stricter? More authoritative?"  

"I’m not telling you how to parent," he said carefully. "But maybe…"  

She exhaled slowly, leaning back in her chair. "I get what you’re saying. Maybe I’ve been too soft on her. But I don’t want to be like her father, Hotch. I don’t want her to be afraid of me."  

"You won’t be," he assured her. "But think about it—when Haley died, I let Jack get away with everything. No veggies, chocolate before bed, anything to make him happy because I felt guilty. I thought I was doing the right thing. Until I saw Jessica tell him no one day, and I realized I was making things worse, not better."  

Penelope listened carefully, seeing the flicker of old guilt in Hotch’s eyes.  

"You’re a great mom, Penelope," he continued. "This is just a tough patch. Her trauma has resurfaced, but that doesn’t mean you’re failing."  

Penelope’s lips pressed together as she considered his words. Then, Hotch hesitated before adding, "And I don’t think it’s just Amelia who could benefit from talking to someone."  

She stiffened slightly. "You think I need therapy?"  

"I think it might support you," he said, watching her reaction.  

Penelope looked away, conflicted. "I don’t know, Hotch. It feels selfish. I’m not the one who’s been through—"  

Hotch raised an unimpressed eyebrow. "How’s your gunshot wound?"  

She flushed, her hand automatically going to her abdomen. He had a point. The trauma wasn’t just Amelia’s—it was hers too.  

Before she could respond, the elevator chimed.  

The doors slid open, revealing Jamie, looking harried, and Amelia, her arms crossed, a deep scowl on her face.  

Hotch glanced at Penelope, brow raised.  

She groaned inwardly, realization dawning.  

In all the stress, she’d forgotten to ask Hotch if it was okay to bring Amelia to work. And from the look on Amelia’s face, today wasn’t going to be easy.

Penelope barely had time to register the door opening before Jamie stepped inside, ushering in Amelia, who trailed behind him like a reluctant shadow. The girl’s arms were folded tightly across her chest, her chin tucked down, a storm cloud practically hovering over her. The moment she crossed the threshold, she seemed to shrink into herself, her entire posture radiating a deep-set sulk.  

Penelope’s stomach tightened. She hadn’t even *thought* about getting clearance for Amelia to be here. Brin



Two days later…

Penelope guided the car slowly into the small parking lot tucked beside the pale brick building. The therapist’s office was modest—low, unassuming, and surrounded by hedges just beginning to bloom. It looked more like a cozy family home than a clinical space, which Penelope found oddly comforting. She glanced sideways at Amelia, who sat rigid in the passenger seat, her hands clasped tightly in her lap and her gaze fixed out the window.

Penelope shifted into park and turned toward her.

"Ready, bug?" she asked gently, brushing a stray curl away from Amelia’s forehead.

Amelia didn't answer right away. Her eyes flicked to the glass doors of the building, then to her mother.

"You come in with me, right?" Her voice was soft, uncertain.

Penelope nodded without hesitation. "Of course, bug. I'll be there with you every step of the way. We're in this together, remember?"

Amelia bit her lip, her fingers twitching in her lap. "Okay… uh… and… and if I don’t like it, we can find another way?"

Penelope smiled, her heart aching at the girl’s vulnerability. "Absolutely, Meels. This is just a step, okay? If you don’t feel comfortable, or if it’s not working for you, we’ll figure something else out. I promise you that."

There was a long pause, and then Amelia gave a small nod. “Okay… I think I’m ready.”

Penelope reached across the console and gave her daughter’s hand a gentle squeeze. “That’s my girl.”

Together, they stepped out into the chilly morning air. Penelope made sure to walk at Amelia’s pace as they crossed the small parking lot, every step deliberate and measured. The building’s entryway was painted a cheerful yellow, and when Penelope held the door open, a soft chime rang out from inside.

The waiting room was quiet and warm, filled with gentle light filtering through gauzy curtains. The scent of lavender lingered in the air. Shelves lined one wall, filled with children’s books and neatly arranged board games. Across from them, a large wicker basket brimmed with plush toys. The furniture was low and inviting, clearly chosen to put young clients at ease.

But Amelia stayed glued to Penelope’s side, her fingers curling around her mother’s arm as they waited. Penelope could feel her daughter's tension radiating through her grip, but she didn’t comment. She simply placed her free hand gently over Amelia’s and waited with her.

A soft voice greeted them moments later.

“Welcome, welcome! You must be Amelia and Penelope, right?”

They turned to see a woman with kind eyes and greying curls pulled back into a low ponytail. She wore a deep blue sweater and comfortable-looking shoes, a clipboard tucked casually under one arm.

“That’s us,” Penelope said with a small smile, stepping forward and extending her hand. “I’m Penelope.”

Dr. Adams shook her hand warmly. “Wonderful to meet you, Penelope.” She turned her attention to Amelia, her smile never faltering. “And you must be Amelia.”

Amelia nodded, her voice barely above a whisper. “I am… hello.”

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Dr. Adams said gently. “I understand this might be a little nerve-wracking for you, huh?”

Amelia lowered her eyes and nodded again. “Kind of… sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for,” Dr. Adams said, shaking her head. “It’s completely normal to feel nervous. Honestly, a lot of kids your age feel the same way when they come here for the first time.”

Amelia glanced up, a little surprised. “They do?”

“They really do,” the therapist assured her, her tone calm and kind. “It’s not easy to talk about hard things, especially with someone you’ve just met. But I promise I’m here to help you. We’ll take it slow. And my biggest job today is just to make sure you feel as comfortable and safe as possible. That sound okay?”

Amelia gave a small, shy smile. “Yeah… that sounds good.”

Penelope watched her daughter with quiet pride—nervous pride, but pride nonetheless. She didn’t let go of Amelia’s hand until Dr. Adams gestured toward a bright room off to the side filled with even more toys, soft beanbags, and a low desk scattered with art supplies.

There was still so much road ahead. But they’d made it to the starting line.

And that was something.


Dr. Adams’s smile softened, her eyes catching the subtle shift in Amelia’s posture—just a little less rigid, just a hint of the tension that had gripped her fading away. She gestured gently for them to take a seat on the couch. Amelia sat close to Penelope, their arms brushing together, a quiet but significant sign of the comfort they were starting to find in each other’s presence.

"So," Dr. Adams began, her tone calm and inviting, "tell me a little bit about yourself, Amelia. What do you like to do for fun?"

Amelia’s brow furrowed in confusion, her eyes narrowing slightly. "No offense, doctor, but… uh… aren’t you meant to talk about the bad stuff to fix me? Not get to know me?"

There was a soft, genuine chuckle from Dr. Adams. "That’s a valid question. And you’re right—the goal is to address the challenges you're facing. But getting to know you better helps me understand you more fully. The more I know about you, the better I can help. Plus, sometimes talking about the things that make you happy can be just as enlightening as the hard stuff."

Amelia hesitated, glancing up at Penelope, whose warm eyes silently reassured her to trust this moment. With a deep, reluctant breath, she looked back at Dr. Adams. "I… uh… I have a guitar. I got it for my twelfth birthday. Well, technically, I got it for my first birthday. But the first one I ever celebrated."

Dr. Adams’s brows lifted, a small but empathetic smile curling her lips. "That must’ve been a special gift, then."

Amelia’s cheeks flushed, her gaze dropping to her shoes. "Yeah. Kind of."

Penelope’s pride shone brightly as she spoke up, her voice full of warmth. "She’s a star," she said, beaming as if she couldn’t help herself. "She has this amazing ability to make a song her own. I’m constantly in awe of her."

Dr. Adams’s gaze softened, clearly sensing the bond between them. "A natural talent, huh? That’s wonderful. What is it about playing the guitar that you enjoy so much?"

Amelia shifted uncomfortably in her seat, and the words didn’t come right away. She looked down at her hands, twisting the fabric of her sleeves. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she spoke, her voice quieter than usual. "I like how music makes it easier to say things," she admitted, her tone almost hesitant as though she hadn’t said it out loud to anyone before.

Dr. Adams nodded, her eyes full of understanding. "That’s a very insightful way to put it, Amelia. Music has a way of helping us express things we can’t always put into words. Does playing the guitar help you make sense of your feelings?"

Amelia didn’t answer right away, her fingers unconsciously tracing the couch’s edge, as if following a pattern that grounded her. After a long pause, she nodded just slightly. "Yeah," she murmured, "I guess it does. It just… it feels like the words come out easier when I play."

Dr. Adams smiled softly. "I see. And when you play, is there a certain type of music that feels most comfortable to you?"

Amelia’s voice barely rose above a whisper. "I like slow songs… ballads, I think. They’re… gentle, I guess."

"Ballads," Dr. Adams repeated, her voice warm with appreciation. "Emotional, slow songs that tell a story. That makes a lot of sense. What is it about them that draws you in?"

Amelia's gaze drifted to the floor, as though the answer was buried deep in the carpet. She inhaled deeply before speaking again, her voice wavering. "They make my feelings feel less scary," she said, almost to herself, as if the act of admitting it made the emotions more real.

Penelope’s chest tightened at the weight of her words, and she gave a quiet, involuntary exhale. She hadn’t realized how much she had taken for granted that Amelia could find her way through her feelings. This simple statement was a window into her daughter’s heart, a small revelation of the vulnerability she had been holding inside.

Dr. Adams’s expression softened even further, as though she had just glimpsed a piece of Amelia’s soul. "That’s a beautiful thing to recognize," she said gently. "Using music to make feelings less overwhelming is a gift, Amelia. You’re already using your strength in a way that works for you."

Amelia flushed, the words clearly unexpected, and her gaze flickered to Penelope, whose eyes were brimming with unshed tears. "I—I like to sing sometimes too," Amelia muttered, almost as though it were a confession.

Penelope blinked, surprised by the admission. "You sing?" she asked, the shock evident in her voice. "When?"

Amelia ducked her head, her face burning red as she mumbled, "Only when I’m alone."

Dr. Adams gave a small, encouraging smile. "That’s wonderful, Amelia. You know, singing while you play can make the experience even more powerful. It’s an extra layer of vulnerability, but also an opportunity to express your heart in a way that’s uniquely yours."

Amelia shifted uncomfortably but couldn’t help the small smile that played at the edges of her lips. It was fleeting, but it was there—proof that even in her most guarded moments, there was still a spark of her old self, of the girl who wasn’t afraid to let her emotions out, even in the safety of her own space.

"You know, it sounds like music is much more than just a hobby for you," Dr. Adams continued. "It’s a way for you to process things—maybe even a safe space where you can be yourself without fear of judgment."

Amelia tilted her head slightly, as though considering the words. "I guess so," she said, her voice thoughtful. "I never really thought about it like that before. I always just thought I was playing."

Dr. Adams gave her a knowing look. "It’s completely okay if it’s only recently that you’ve come to understand the power of it. Music has a way of sneaking into our hearts when we’re least expecting it. It’s an outlet for all sorts of emotions."

Penelope’s chest swelled with quiet pride. She had seen her daughter struggle with so much, but hearing her speak with such introspection made her realize just how far Amelia had come, even if it didn’t feel like it to Amelia herself.

Dr. Adams smiled, bringing the conversation back to a more practical note. "You know, we can work with this. Music can be part of your healing process, Amelia. It’s not just about talk therapy; it’s about integrating what’s meaningful to you—what already helps you process emotions. And we can use that to help you feel safe while we work through everything together."

Amelia’s eyes softened, her hesitation giving way to something gentler. "Okay," she whispered. "I think I’d like that."

Penelope reached over and gave Amelia’s hand a reassuring squeeze, the gesture grounding them both in the shared moment of connection.

"You did so well, bug," Penelope whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "You’re amazing."

Dr. Adams glanced at the clock. "Well, that’s our time for today. Amelia, thank you for sharing so much with me. I’m really looking forward to working together."

Amelia nodded, her gaze now softer, less guarded. As they stood, she glanced back at Dr. Adams and, almost shyly, murmured, "Thank you."

As they walked out into the hallway, Penelope draped an arm over Amelia’s shoulders. The small gesture was met with a tentative but genuine lean into the embrace, a wordless indication that Amelia was beginning to trust again.

For the first time in what felt like forever, Penelope could feel something stirring inside her—a faint flicker of hope, fragile but real. It was a glimmer, but it was a start.

And maybe, just maybe, things could get better. 

Two days had passed since the therapy session, and the house had settled into a quiet kind of rhythm. Not normal—Amelia wasn’t sure what normal looked like yet—but something softer. Calmer.

Outside, the late afternoon sun spilled golden light over the garden. Birds fluttered in the hedges, and somewhere down the road, a dog barked with lazy defiance. Amelia sat cross-legged on the back steps, picking at a bunch of grapes in a chipped bowl balanced in her lap. Her guitar leaned beside her, untouched for now.

She heard the familiar creak of the kitchen door behind her, followed by the slow, steady shuffle of steps. 

“May I join you, cucciola?” came Rossi’s voice.

She looked over her shoulder and gave him a small nod.

Rossi lowered himself carefully beside her, settling down with the kind of groan only grandfathers got to make. His joints cracked like distant fireworks. He reached into the bowl, stole a grape, and popped it in his mouth.

“Sweet,” he said approvingly.

Amelia let the silence stretch. She wasn’t used to filling it with words—not with grown-ups—but Nonno never rushed her.

Eventually, she cleared her throat. “I went to therapy.”

He turned slightly toward her, but didn’t speak yet. Just listened.

She plucked another grape. “It wasn’t… bad. I thought it would be.”

Rossi nodded slowly. “Sometimes the idea of something is much louder than the thing itself.”

Amelia let out a soft breath that might have been a laugh. “Yeah.”

“She asked about music,” she added after a moment. “About why I like it.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“That it makes feelings feel less scary.”

He tilted his head, considering her words. “That sounds very wise to me.”

Amelia shrugged. “I didn’t mean to say something deep. It just came out.”

“Truth often does.” Rossi smiled. “Especially when you’re not trying to impress anyone.”

They sat in silence again. Amelia leaned against the brick wall, the last of the sunlight warming her cheek. She wasn’t sure what made her keep talking—but it felt right.

“She asked if I sing,” she admitted.

Rossi turned to her, eyebrows raised. “Do you?”

She hesitated. “...Yeah.”

There was no teasing in his tone when he replied. No pressure. Just simple curiosity. “I’d like to hear you sometime.”

Amelia shook her head, but smiled. “Maybe one day.”

He nodded, accepting the answer as he always did. “Did talking to her help?”

Amelia looked down at the bowl in her lap. The grapes were nearly gone.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not all the way. But… it didn’t hurt. I liked that she didn’t expect me to say everything all at once.”

Rossi reached over and squeezed her hand, just for a second.

“It takes time,” he said. “You’re not a tap. You don’t have to turn everything on at once. Healing doesn’t work like that.”

She nodded slowly, and something in her chest—something she didn’t have a name for—eased a little.

“She said we can use music in therapy, too. Not just talk.”

Rossi beamed. “Ah! Now that is good therapy. Music is the language of the soul.”

“Nonno,” Amelia muttered, embarrassed but a little amused.

“What? I’m old. I get to be poetic.”

She smiled into her knees, hiding her face.

Rossi stood with a quiet grunt, brushing dust from his trousers. He paused before heading back inside.

“I’m proud of you, cucciola. For being brave enough to try. That’s the hard part, you know. Trying.”

Amelia didn’t answer right away. When he was already halfway to the door, she called after him, voice soft:

“I think I might go back.”

Rossi turned and gave her a warm, crinkled smile.

“I think that’s a beautiful idea.”


The car ride was quiet, but not heavy like it used to be. There was a kind of stillness now—one that didn't sit between them like a wall, but more like a blanket. Soft. Settling. Familiar. As Penelope pulled the car into the therapist’s parking lot, she glanced sideways at Amelia. Her daughter’s hands were folded neatly in her lap, her shoulders relaxed, her jaw not clenched like it used to be.
This wasn’t the first time they’d made this trip. It was becoming routine now. A ritual. There was something sacred in the repetition of it: arriving, checking in, sitting in the bright room with too many cushions and that one chair with the squeaky leg.
Dr. Adams met them with her usual warm smile as they stepped into the office. Her eyes flicked from Penelope to Amelia, catching something subtle between them—a quiet rhythm that hadn’t been there at first.
“Alright,” Dr. Adams said, gesturing toward the chairs. “So we’ve had a few sessions together, the three of us. Amelia…” She paused gently, as if making room for hesitation. “Do you think you’d be ready for me and you to have a session with your mom waiting outside?”
There was a moment. A heartbeat. Amelia’s eyes went straight to Penelope, a flicker of doubt crossing her face.
Penelope gave her a gentle nod, her smile unwavering.
Amelia bit the inside of her cheek. Then, almost inaudibly, she said, “Yeah… I’m ready.”
Dr. Adams smiled, her voice soft but steady. “Great! That shows a lot of courage on your part, Amelia. Let’s give it a try then. Penelope, you’ll wait just outside the door, okay?”
Before Penelope could answer, Amelia’s voice cut in, quiet and unsure.
“Mom… you’ll be waiting?”
The word hung in the air. Mom. It had been so long since Amelia had said it like that—unthinking, natural, rooted in trust. Penelope blinked, but her voice didn’t falter.
“I’ll be right outside, bug. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”
The girl nodded, then quickly leaned in for a hug, brief but fierce. Penelope held her for a second longer than necessary, pressing a kiss to the side of her head before slipping out into the hallway.
Forty minutes passed.
When the door opened, Penelope stood without thinking. Amelia stepped out, her posture looser, her eyes a little clearer. And then—most incredibly—a small, hopeful smile.
Penelope’s chest ached at the sight. She reached out and smoothed a hand over the girl’s hair, her voice gentle.
“How did it go, meels?”
Amelia nodded. “It was good… I like Dr. Adams.”
Penelope felt her shoulders drop in relief. “I’m glad to hear that, meels. She’s a good therapist. And I’m proud of you for being so brave, bug.”
Amelia hesitated, then glanced up at her. “I was thinking… when we get home maybe you can help me unpack my backpack?”
Penelope paused. Not because she didn’t understand, but because she did—completely. The backpack. The one Amelia had packed weeks ago, ready to disappear. The one that symbolised running, fear, survival. That backpack had been more than luggage—it had been a plan, an escape, a decision made in the darkness.
Now her daughter was asking to unpack it.
Together.
Penelope swallowed back the lump in her throat and nodded. “Yeah, bug. We can do that. I think it’s important to go through your things… understand where your head was back then. Sound good?”
Amelia nodded, her voice quieter now. “Sounds good… and then maybe we can get rid of the bag.”
She looked up at Penelope, something resolute in her eyes.
“I don’t need it anymore.”
Penelope’s eyes shimmered. She reached out and gave Amelia’s hand a squeeze, anchoring them both.
“Absolutely, bug,” she whispered. “We can get rid of the bag after we go through it together. We don’t need to hang onto it anymore.”



The late afternoon sun slanted through the windows, casting warm golden lines across the hallway floor as Penelope and Amelia stepped into the house. The quiet hum of domesticity greeted them—faint birdsong outside, the creak of old floorboards beneath their feet, the soft jingle of Penelope’s keys as she tossed them into the dish by the door. The air inside was cool and familiar, tinged faintly with lavender from the diffuser Penelope had finally remembered to refill.

Amelia moved with an ease that hadn’t been there months ago. She shrugged out of her hoodie and hung it neatly on the hook beside the door, her movements casual but practiced. There was something steadier in her now, a groundedness that had grown slowly but surely since they began therapy.

Penelope followed behind, juggling the brown paper grocery bag against her hip. “You grab the door?” she asked over her shoulder as she nudged it closed with her foot.

Amelia nodded and reached back to make sure it clicked shut. “Got it.”

They made their way into the kitchen, the heart of the house, where sunlight danced across the countertops and a stack of unopened mail waited patiently in a corner. Penelope set the bag down and began unpacking, the rustle of paper bags mixing with the gentle clink of cans and jars.

Amelia hovered nearby, watching for a moment before casually sliding onto one of the stools at the kitchen island, resting her chin in her hand.

“Is Emily coming over again for dinner tonight?” she asked, her voice light but edged with interest.

Penelope glanced over with a soft smile, pulling a bunch of cilantro from the bag. “Yeah, she is. She texted me earlier—said she’d be here around six.” She opened the fridge and tucked away a carton of cherry tomatoes. “It’s become a bit of a tradition, hasn’t it?”

Amelia swung her legs under the stool, the bare tips of her toes brushing the cabinets. “She comes like three times a week now,” she said, matter-of-fact.

Penelope laughed gently. “Yeah, she does. Emily’s been coming over quite a bit lately, huh?” She turned and leaned against the counter, folding her arms loosely. “You seem to like having her around.”

Amelia shrugged, but there was a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “She’s cool. She treats me good… and she makes you smile.”

Penelope stilled, her breath catching slightly in her throat. She hadn’t expected that. Not the observation, not the warmth behind it. She blinked, feeling a rush of affection and something else—something quieter, deeper—swell in her chest.

Her voice came softer now. “Yeah... she does make me smile.” She set the last of the groceries on the counter, then looked back at her daughter. “And she really cares about you too, you know.”

Amelia met her gaze. For a moment, the girl didn’t speak, but her eyes were steady, reflective in a way that always seemed older than her years.

“Yeah,” she said finally. “I know.”

The silence that followed wasn’t heavy. It was full. Full of everything unspoken and understood between them. A month ago, this conversation wouldn’t have happened. A month ago, Penelope would have found Amelia withdrawn, guarded, changing the subject or simply leaving the room. But now…

Now there was trust. Now there was space to just be.

Amelia tilted her head, and her voice cut through the quiet with the ease of someone at peace with shifting back into the everyday.

“Can we have Mexican?”

Penelope blinked once, then burst out laughing. The sound filled the kitchen like sunlight. “Sure, Meels. We can have Mexican tonight.”

She stepped forward and reached out to ruffle the girl’s hair. Amelia groaned dramatically but didn’t pull away—another small victory Penelope didn’t take for granted.

As she turned back to unpack the rest of the groceries Penelope felt a lightness settle in her chest.

It wasn’t just therapy working its slow, patient magic. It was these moments, this connection. It was laughter in the kitchen and conversations about tacos and Emily and smiles.

It was Amelia, just being a kid again.

And Penelope wouldn’t trade that for anything in the world.

Amelia sat cross-legged on her bed, the soft hum of her guitar filling the room. Her fingers plucked at the strings absentmindedly, shaping the slow melody of a song she'd been working on all week. Music had become a balm for her—something that helped her sort through the noise in her head, something that made her feel safe.
She didn’t think about the chords as she played them; they came instinctively now, like breathing. Her thumb traced the edge of the pick while her other hand hovered over the fretboard, coaxing out a melancholic tune that matched the low gray of the sky outside her window. The notes spilled into the quiet like a secret, soft and confessional.
Downstairs, the quiet of the late afternoon was broken by a soft knock at the front door.
Penelope, drying her hands on a dish towel after rinsing a bunch of cilantro, glanced up and smiled to herself. She was expecting that knock. She moved toward the door, her steps light and full of anticipation. Despite the ordinary rhythm of the day—chopping vegetables, sorting spices—there was a flicker of something more alive in her chest. A flutter she didn’t want to name just yet.
“Come in,” she called, her voice easy. “It’s open.”
The door swung open with a gentle creak, and in stepped Emily, cheeks tinged pink from the cold outside. She was bundled up in a thick coat and scarf, but what Penelope noticed most was the brown paper bag clutched in her arms—and the telltale scent of spices that trailed in with her.
“Hey,” Emily said, offering a tentative grin. “I know Amelia’s been talking about wanting to try Mexican, so I hope it’s okay—I brought some from a really good takeout place near mine.”
Penelope let out a delighted laugh, wiping her hands on her jeans before walking over. Her eyes sparkled with recognition. “You are literally reading my mind, you know that, right? I was just thinking we could order Mexican for dinner.”
Emily blinked in surprise, then laughed too, the tension in her shoulders easing. “Really? Wow. Great minds, huh?”
Penelope stepped forward and gently took the warm bag from her arms. “Yeah. Great minds.” She smiled down into the bag, inhaling the scent of grilled vegetables, smoky meats, and warm tortillas. “You always seem to know exactly what we need, don’t you?”
Emily shrugged, her expression softening. “That’s my goal,” she murmured, eyes full of affection.
There was something unspoken between them—something familiar and safe, like the first moments before a fire catches and warms the room. It wasn’t new, not really. It had been building in glances, in late-night texts, in shared meals and whispered laughter over dirty dishes.
Penelope chuckled, resting the bag on the kitchen counter. “Well, mission accomplished, Em. You’ve got this uncanny knack for knowing exactly what the heart wants.”
Emily raised an eyebrow, tilting her head slightly. “Yeah?”
Penelope met her gaze over the kitchen island, something quiet and tender passing between them. “Yeah,” she said, voice lower now, more intimate. “Whether it’s my favorite coffee order or Amelia’s craving for Mexican food… you always seem to be one step ahead. Like you’re tuned in to us.”
Emily laughed softly, brushing a piece of hair behind her ear, her eyes dipping toward the floor, then rising again—bright and almost shy. “No mind reading,” she said with a sheepish smile. “Just... have the Garcia girls as my most important people.”
Penelope felt her heart flutter at those words. There was no dramatic music, no movie moment playing out—just a small, powerful truth spoken aloud in a quiet kitchen. She stepped around the counter, closing the distance between them.
“You know, Emily,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper, “sometimes it feels like you’ve known us forever. Like you were always meant to be here. You just… fit.”
Emily's eyes flicked down to Penelope’s lips, and her smile faltered, replaced by something more tender, more vulnerable. “Now I’m thinking you’re the one mind reading…”
Penelope let out a soft breath of a laugh, her chest tightening in the best kind of way. Her heart beat a little quicker, her skin buzzing with electricity from the nearness, the closeness they’d both been dancing around for weeks.
“Oh, is that so?” she whispered. “Maybe I’ve just got a knack for figuring out the desires of one Emily Prentiss.”
There was a moment—just a breath—where the air seemed to still between them, charged with possibility. The world outside the kitchen faded. It was just the two of them, hearts half-spoken, eyes almost saying what neither had quite dared yet.
And then—
“Hey, did I hear the door—oh.”
Amelia’s voice cut through the moment like a gentle gust of wind, grounding them both. She stood at the edge of the hallway in a hoodie and mismatched socks, guitar pick still clutched between her fingers, blinking at the scene in front of her.
Penelope and Emily both turned, a little too quickly, stepping back just slightly, but not guiltily. Penelope’s smile was still warm, and Emily—though pink in the cheeks—offered a grin.
“Hey, bug,” Penelope said, her voice light. “Dinner’s here. Emily brought Mexican.”

Amelia didn’t mean to interrupt anything. She’d only come down because she thought she’d heard the door, and she’d figured maybe Emily had brought doughnuts again. She had a sixth sense for those.

But when she padded softly into the hallway and rounded the corner toward the kitchen, she froze.

Penelope and Emily stood close—too close. The kind of close that made it feel like the room had shrunk around them. Emily’s eyes flicked down to Penelope’s mouth, and Penelope didn’t back away.

Penelope and Emily both turned, a little too quickly, stepping back just slightly, but not guiltily. Penelope’s smile was still warm, and Emily—though pink in the cheeks—offered a grin.
“Hey, bug,” Penelope said, her voice light. “Dinner’s here. Emily brought Mexican.”


“Thanks” Amelia muttered, still watching them both. 

But she didn’t sit down right away. Not yet.
Because something in her chest had twisted in a way she didn’t quite understand. She wasn't mad. Not really. Just… watching. Noticing. The way kids do when the world shifts slightly and you don’t yet know what it means.

Dinner came together quickly. Takeout containers opened. Salsa spilled. A shared fight over who ordered the hottest thing. Penelope looked relaxed, laughing easily, and Emily—well, Emily always looked at her mum like she was sunshine. Like the center of every good thing.
Amelia watched that, too.

They ate in the living room, plates balanced on knees. The same three-person rhythm they’d found over the past few weeks. Emily on one side of the couch, Penelope on the other, a shared blanket between them that neither commented on but both clearly adjusted to cover the other. Amelia sat in the armchair, legs curled beneath her, quietly eating and letting her eyes flick back and forth as they talked.
Penelope had changed since Amelia’s therapy started. Not in huge, obvious ways—she still burned the toast and sang along badly to ‘90s songs while folding laundry—but in the little things. She smiled more. She let her shoulders drop more easily. And when she looked at Amelia, she looked like she wasn’t holding her breath anymore.
And now, when she looked at Emily, there was something else layered into it. Something soft. Something brave.
It hit Amelia, as she watched them share a plate of churros and bump shoulders on the couch, that someone was loving her mum.
Not tolerating her. Not using her. Not leaving when things got hard.
Loving her.
And not in the way Amelia had learned to fear. But in a way that made Penelope brighter. That made the whole room feel warmer. More stable.
She wasn’t used to this. Not the affection. Not the consistency. Not people showing up and staying. Not people who brought food and remembered you wanted to try burritos and looked at your mom  like she was something worth staying for.
Amelia fought tooth and nail to understand love,  even when the odds had been stacked brutally against her. Amelia remembered the shaky starts, the years of foster care, the long stretches of silence followed by the slow rebuilding of trust. But tonight, watching Penelope laugh with someone who saw her, who chose her—Amelia felt something heavy and warm settle in her chest.
It didn’t scare her.
It didn’t even feel threatening.
It just felt… new.
After dinner, Penelope cleared plates while Emily offered to wash up. Amelia hung back, folding the empty paper bags and pretending to tidy. But really, she was still watching.
Still learning what love looked like when it wasn’t followed by slammed doors or broken promises.
Later, when Emily grabbed her coat and said her goodbyes, Amelia caught the look she gave Penelope at the door. Not rushed. Not hesitant. Just there. Like a promise.
Penelope stood at the doorway for a few seconds after she left. Then she turned back to find Amelia watching her.
“Everything okay, bug?” Penelope asked softly, brushing her hair behind one ear.
Amelia nodded, chewing the inside of her cheek. “Yeah.”
Emily had only just left, the warmth of her presence still lingering in the air like the scent of spice from the takeaway they’d shared. The house was quiet again, the low hum of the dishwasher in the background and the occasional creak of settling wood the only sounds.
Penelope stood in the kitchen, sleeves rolled up, rinsing out the empty takeaway containers. She smiled to herself as she worked—something about Emily always left her feeling a little lighter, a little less like she was holding the world up on her own.
Then she heard the soft shuffle of footsteps behind her.
“Are you gay?”
The question was so blunt, so unexpected, that Penelope dropped the dish she’d been washing. It clattered into the sink, the sound echoing through the kitchen like a sharp exclamation point. She turned, water dripping from her hands, and saw Amelia standing in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes steady and determined.
Penelope blinked. “Whoa, bug…” she said gently, reaching for a towel. “Where did that come from?”
Amelia didn’t flinch. “It doesn’t bother me if you are. You’re still my mom, and I love you.”
The words came with a shrug, casual on the surface, but Penelope knew her girl. Knew how hard it still was for her to say the word mom like it wasn’t a fragile thing. Knew the weight behind love when it came from someone who had spent so long wondering whether she was worthy of it.
Penelope leaned back against the kitchen island, towel in hand, heart stuttering. “You… you’re not bothered by that possibility?”
Amelia shrugged again, but her voice was steadier now. “Doesn’t make a difference to me.”
Then she hesitated—just for a second. Penelope saw it. The moment where she almost turned and left it there. But then the girl stepped forward, chin lifting.
“I like Emily.”
Penelope’s brows lifted, surprised, not quite sure what she was hearing. “You like Emily, huh? What do you mean by that, kiddo?”
Amelia’s cheeks flushed slightly, but she didn’t back down. “Just… if you and her… if you wanted more than friends… I think that’d be pretty cool.”
Penelope was quiet for a moment, floored by the simplicity and sincerity in her daughter’s voice. This girl—her daughter—had known more heartbreak and abandonment than most adults. And yet here she was, offering acceptance without hesitation.
“Bug…” Penelope’s voice was softer now, full of something she hadn’t quite named yet. “Are you saying you’d be okay if Emily and I were more than just… friends? Like, dating?”
Amelia gave her a look. The kind of look only a teenager—or a kid who had grown up too fast—could pull off.
“Well I’m not blind, mom,” she said, emphasizing the word like it was something precious. “I know what I nearly walked in on earlier.”
Penelope felt her face flush as she remembered the near kiss in the kitchen. The way Emily had looked at her. The way she’d wanted to close the distance between them. She let out a laugh, nervous and warm all at once. “You… saw that, huh?”
“You were both so blushy,” Amelia teased, her expression unusually light.
Penelope laughed again, more freely this time. “Alright, alright. You’ve got me. We were… caught up in a moment, for sure. But how’d you know we were about to kiss?”
Amelia grinned. “’Cause I’ve watched Grey’s Anatomy.”
Penelope raised an eyebrow. “Oh, have you now?”
“Pretty much. Well I’m not wrong, am I? You like like Emily. And Emily like likes you.”
Penelope shook her head, amused. She didn’t know whether to scold Amelia for watching grown-up medical dramas or hug her for being so weirdly intuitive.
“Okay, okay…” she conceded. “You’re not wrong. Emily and I… we’re fond of each other. Let’s put it that way.”
“Duh.” Amelia’s tone was light, but her eyes searched Penelope’s face with something deeper than amusement. “All I’m saying is I’m okay with it. If you were… worried about me.”
Penelope’s heart cracked open a little wider in her chest. She stepped forward and gently cupped Amelia’s cheek, brushing a curl behind her ear.
“Oh, bug…” she murmured, voice thick with emotion. “I wasn’t worried about whether you’d love me any less. But I do worry sometimes about… all the change. About you feeling safe. Stable. I didn’t want to add anything that might feel like more upheaval.”
Amelia leaned into her touch without hesitation.
“I like Emily,” she said simply. “I like how she makes you smile… and she treats me pretty amazing too. So I think… if you like her, you should try it.”
Penelope blinked hard, not quite able to stop the prickling behind her eyes. Her daughter’s words were so straightforward, so accepting, it undid something tight inside her.
“You know what?” she said softly. “You’re wise beyond your years. Your words… they’re more thoughtful than most adults I know.”
She pulled Amelia into a side hug, holding her close, feeling the warmth and weight of the girl against her. Not a guest. Not a maybe. Her daughter.
“But you’re really sure you’re okay with all this? No mixed feelings?”
Amelia hugged her back tightly, voice muffled against her side. “No mixed feelings.”
Penelope closed her eyes for a moment, letting the relief sink in, real and steady.
“You’re amazing, you know that?” she whispered into Amelia’s hair. “I’m so proud of you, bug.”
And she meant it. Every word.

The next morning arrived on the tail of golden sunlight and the soft rustle of blankets as Amelia came bounding down the stairs, her energy unmistakable. Her hair was still a little wild from sleep, socks mismatched, and her face lit with excitement like she was about to burst. “Mom!” she called out before she'd even reached the kitchen. “Aunty JJ invited me for a sleepover! There’s a new Disney film that she’s taking Henry to see and she said she’d take me too!” Penelope looked up from her laptop, the soft click of her keyboard pausing mid-sentence. She set her glasses on the table, eyes sparkling as she took in her daughter’s enthusiasm. It still did something to her, this easy joy that Amelia seemed to access more and more often lately. It hadn’t always been that way. “A sleepover at Aunt JJ’s, huh?” she said, her voice warm and teasing. “That sounds like fun! And a new Disney movie to boot? Count me jealous.” Amelia smirked, hands on her hips like she was delivering important news. “Yeah, sorry. She said she wants some uninterrupted Meels time, so you’re not invited.” Penelope clutched her chest in mock betrayal. “Oh, I see how it is. Meels time without mom. I guess I’m just chopped liver now, huh?” The girl giggled, the sound bright and uninhibited. “I can go though, right?” Penelope laughed softly, shaking her head. “Of course you can go, bug. Just remember to behave yourself and not drive Aunt JJ crazy, okay?” Later that afternoon, a car horn honked outside and Amelia practically tripped over herself to grab her overnight bag and bolt for the door. Penelope followed behind, leaning against the frame as JJ stepped out of her SUV with a wide grin and open arms. “There’s my girl,” JJ said as Amelia raced up to her for a hug. “Thanks again for taking her,” Penelope said, smiling at her friend. “She’s been looking forward to this all day.” “Are you kidding? We’ve got a whole night planned—movies, snacks, blanket fort… I might never give her back.” “You say that like I’d be mad,” Penelope joked, waving as Amelia climbed into the car, her face pressed to the window as she waved back enthusiastically. “Bye, bug! Have the best time!” “I will!” Amelia shouted through the glass before JJ drove off, the sound of their laughter fading into the distance. And then... stillness.

The stillness had settled in like a second skin.
Penelope moved through the quiet house, unsure what to do with herself now that the usual whirlwind of Amelia’s presence was gone. The living room was tidy—eerily so—and the kettle on the stove hadn’t yet felt the need to whistle. She’d poured a glass of wine earlier, half-drank it, and then forgotten it on the counter.
There was a peacefulness, sure. But it was the kind that made you aware of every creaking floorboard and distant car driving by. She hadn’t been alone in the house like this in a long time.
And she hadn’t realised how much of her life now rotated around that small, bright presence upstairs—the one who left mismatched socks in the laundry and always had at least one sticker on her sleeve. The one who could somehow make Tuesday night dinners feel like the centre of the universe.
She was halfway to deciding whether she wanted to sit and read or brave the leftovers in the fridge when the doorbell rang.
Penelope blinked.
She wasn’t expecting anyone. No deliveries. No plans. Her heart kicked up just slightly—not with alarm, but curiosity. She padded toward the front door, slippered feet soft against the hardwood, and pulled it open.
And there she was.
Emily stood on the porch, cheeks pink from the chill, dark coat still buttoned, and a brown paper bag in hand that smelled suspiciously like garlic and cilantro and something warm and comforting.
“Hey, Pen,” Emily said, a lopsided smile curling across her face.

The door clicked shut behind Emily as she stepped inside, still holding the bag of takeout in her hands. Penelope couldn't help but smile at the sight of her, a comforting and familiar figure in the middle of what had become an unexpected evening.

"Hey, Em," Penelope greeted her, her voice soft and welcoming. She stepped aside to let Emily in, a warm wave of affection stirring within her at the simple, comforting familiarity of it all. "What brings you over?"

Emily's eyes widened in surprise as she glanced up at Penelope, the confusion on her face almost palpable. "What do you mean?" she asked, her tone both curious and slightly sheepish. "Amelia rang me earlier today and said you told her to call me and invite me round for Chinese."

Penelope blinked, utterly taken aback. Her mouth parted slightly in confusion, but then her surprise quickly morphed into amused disbelief. "I see," she said slowly, the corners of her lips lifting in a small smile. "Amelia said that, did she?" Penelope chuckled softly to herself, her heart light with the realization.

Emily, clearly perplexed, raised her brows in genuine confusion. "Did you not ask her to ring and invite me round?"

Penelope laughed again, shaking her head. "No, I definitely didn't," she said, the humor of the situation not lost on her. "But you know how Meels is, always meddling and scheming. I swear, that girl has a plan for everything."

She moved to take the bag from Emily’s hands, their fingers brushing briefly. It was a fleeting contact, but it sparked something warm and low in her chest. Emily didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she didn’t let on—though a small flush colored her cheeks.

Emily followed her inside, a slight frown pulling at her brow. “Oh, Pen, I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice soft and a little flustered. “I thought you knew. I wouldn’t have— I mean, I didn’t mean to crash your night or anything.”

“Crash?” Penelope echoed, raising an eyebrow. “Em, please. If this is crashing, I’m about to start leaving the door unlocked on purpose.”

Emily paused, blinking, then let out a quiet laugh, the tension melting from her shoulders. There was something lovely in the sound—something that made Penelope’s heart lift just a little higher in her chest.

“Funny thing…” Penelope continued, still grinning as she placed the food on the counter. “Amelia isn't even here. She’s at Aunt JJ’s. She asked if she could stay the night there.”

Emily's brows furrowed in surprise. “So, I brought all this Chinese, and she's not even here for it?” Her tone was incredulous but touched with amusement. “Why did she do that?”

Penelope gave her a look, eyes twinkling with knowing affection. She leaned back against the counter, arms crossed over her chest. “Well,” she said slowly, “I don’t think it was about the Chinese.”

Emily blinked. “What do you mean?”

Penelope tilted her head. “I think it was more about making sure the two of us had the house to ourselves.”

Emily stared at her for a beat, visibly trying to catch up. “Why would she want—” She stopped mid-sentence as realization dawned across her face. Her eyes widened slightly, and a faint blush crept up her neck. “Oh.”

Penelope’s smile deepened. She took a step closer, voice low and teasing now. “Yeah. ‘Oh.’ That girl’s got more matchmaking instinct than a dating app algorithm.”

Emily let out a breath of laughter, a hand coming up to rub the back of her neck. “She really did set me up, didn’t she?”

Penelope shrugged, her eyes soft. “Maybe. Or maybe she just knows when her mom needs a night that’s easy. That feels good.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything. The space between them filled with something warm and humming—unspoken but understood. It wasn’t awkward. It wasn’t too much. It just was.

Emily shifted, her voice quiet now. “I can still go if—”

Penelope reached out and placed her hand on Emily’s forearm, firm but gentle. “Stay.”

Emily looked down at the hand, then back up at Penelope. Her lips quirked into a smile, slow and genuine. “Okay,” she said simply. “But if we’re going to stay, I expect a little gratitude for saving dinner from going to waste.”

Penelope let out a warm, full laugh. “Deal,” she said, nudging her gently as she turned toward the kitchen. “Come on, hero of the evening. Let’s dig in.”

Penelope set the food down on the table with a soft clatter, her fingers brushing the edge of the takeaway bag as she looked over her shoulder. The corners of her mouth curled upward in a smile that hadn’t quite left since Emily walked through the door. There was something easy about this—her home quiet for the first time in what felt like weeks, the comforting smell of Chinese food curling into every corner of the kitchen, and Emily standing there, slightly sheepish and so unmistakably beautiful in the golden light.
She motioned toward the containers, her tone light and teasing. “So, what did you order?”
Emily stepped forward, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she peeled back one of the lids. Steam billowed up, rich and fragrant.
“Well… enough to feed a small army,” she admitted with a sheepish grin. “I wanted Amelia to have a chance to try everything.”
Penelope blinked, the simple sentence catching her off guard. Her chest tightened in that soft, startling way it always did when Emily showed affection for her daughter. It was never loud or dramatic—but it was in the details. In the way Emily thought ahead, cared deeply without needing recognition. And in that small moment, something warm bloomed inside Penelope, full and quiet and aching.
Before she could find the right words, Emily added casually, “I also got the egg rolls you like.”
Penelope’s eyes lit up, a delighted laugh spilling out as she leaned in to peer at the box. “Oh, you’re in trouble now,” she warned, lifting one of the rolls like it was something sacred. “I love your egg rolls. You’re going to have me eating way more than I should.”
Emily smirked. “Guessing that means you won’t want your favorite dessert I stopped to grab on the way here?”
Penelope paused mid-bite, eyes wide with mock outrage. “You didn’t,” she said, slowly lowering the egg roll as though preparing for a dramatic reveal. “Cheesecake? Tell me you got cheesecake.”
Emily raised an eyebrow, her smile dancing at the edges. “Oh, cheesecake?” she echoed, feigning innocence. “Only the black forest one from that little bakery near Fifth.”
Penelope gasped. “You knew that was my favorite.”
She crossed the kitchen with playful accusation, her eyes narrowed and lips twitching. “What kind of shameless bribery is this? You trying to butter me up?”
Emily gave a helpless shrug, though her cheeks were undeniably pink. “Maybe… a little bit.”
Penelope laughed—a real, belly-deep laugh that softened every line in her face and made her eyes crinkle at the corners. There was something flirtatious in the way she tilted her head now, in the gentle sway of her hips as she moved around the island to stand a little closer.
“Well,” she said, voice dropping an octave, rich with mischief. “It’s working.” She batted her lashes with exaggerated flair. “And here I thought you only came over for the food.”
Emily laughed too, tilting her head back, her eyes shining. “I mean… I do love Chinese.”
Penelope grinned, but there was a new heat beneath it now—an energy simmering quietly beneath the surface. She took a half-step forward, her gaze lingering a second too long.
“Yeah, I bet you do,” she murmured. “But let’s be honest… you’re really here for my company.”
The air shifted.
It was subtle—barely a breath—but it wrapped around them like a held note. Emily’s laughter faded, still caught in her throat, and her eyes searched Penelope’s with something softer, more uncertain.
“Penelope…” she began, her voice quiet, almost tentative. “What are you…”
Penelope exhaled, the sound barely audible, like a secret passed between them. Her smile was still there, but gentler now—stripped of bravado, quieter in its meaning. Her eyes didn’t leave Emily’s.
“What do you think I’m…” she started, stepping a little closer, her words trailing off into the quiet hum of electricity between them. Her heart was beating too fast now, loud in her ears, but she didn’t look away.
Emily started to smile—just barely—then paused. Something flickered across her face. A question. A hope. A fear.
She stepped back.
And just like that, the air stilled again.

There was a long silence after Emily stepped back. It wasn’t awkward—not entirely. It was the kind of silence that filled every inch of space with something unsaid, like dust catching light in the still air. Penelope could feel her heart beat in her throat, could feel the entire mood of the evening teeter on the edge of something new, something dangerous in its potential.
Emily’s voice, when it came, was quiet but full of weight, like she had carefully chosen every word. “If this… I mean… if this is like before, and it’s…” She paused, her gaze flickering to the floor, then back to Penelope’s eyes. “I don’t want… I don’t want casual, Pen. Not with you.”
The words landed between them like a drop into water—small, but rippling outward. Penelope’s teasing expression melted away. The warmth in her eyes didn’t disappear, but it deepened, settling into something far more vulnerable.
Slowly, almost instinctively, Penelope reached out and took Emily’s hand in hers. It was a small gesture, but it carried so much weight in the quiet space they shared. “You think I want this to be casual?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper, tender and sincere. She shook her head. “No… I don’t want casual either, Em. Not with you.”
Emily’s face shifted with disbelief. For a moment, Penelope saw a flicker of something raw in her eyes, like she was bracing herself for the moment to crumble. “You didn’t?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.
Penelope stepped closer, their joined hands suspended between them like a bridge, both a lifeline and a promise. She gave Emily’s hand a small, assuring squeeze, her breath shaky but resolute. “No. Never.” Her eyes searched Emily’s face, the truth of her words trembling in the quiet. “I thought that’s what you wanted. I thought you only wanted something... casual. That’s why I never let myself go further. I never dared to hope for more. I thought I was just something temporary for you.”
Her words hung in the air, unspoken confessions finally making their way into the light. There was no bitterness in her voice, just the ache of things left unsaid for far too long. The raw truth of two people who had misunderstood each other time and time again.
Emily’s breath hitched, and she stepped forward quickly, her hands moving to gently cradle Penelope’s face as if to steady them both in the chaos of the moment. “It was never just fun for me, Pen…” Emily’s voice trembled slightly, raw with emotion. “I just... I assumed you didn’t want more with me. You always seemed like you had one foot out the door, like you were waiting for it to end.”
Penelope’s heart twisted at the weight of Emily’s words. Her expression crumpled, the pain of it all settling like a stone in her chest. “Em, I… I never knew,” she said softly, her voice breaking a little. “I thought you only ever wanted something casual. That’s why I never dared to ask. Never dared to hope for us.”
For a long moment, they simply stood there, two people frozen in time, each waiting for the other to make the first move—to bridge the chasm of misunderstanding that had kept them apart.
Then Emily moved—quick and sure. She surged forward, her hands pulling Penelope closer as she pressed her lips to hers. It was a kiss full of everything they hadn’t said, everything they’d been too afraid to voice. Every unspoken longing, every misstep, every late-night ache. Every “what if” they’d carried around, tucked away in the spaces between their conversations.
Penelope froze for a split second, her heart skipping a beat at the unexpected intensity. Then, like gravity pulling her in, she melted into the kiss. Her hands gripped Emily’s waist as she pulled her closer, kissing her back with the kind of fervor that only years of unspoken emotion could fuel.
When they finally pulled apart, their breaths shallow and uneven, their foreheads pressed together, Penelope whispered, her voice hoarse, “Emily…”
“I meant it,” Emily said, her voice still unsteady, her fingers gently brushing against Penelope’s jaw as though confirming this new reality between them. “I want more. I want this to mean something. I want you. And Amelia. I want to be part of all of it. Not just the easy parts. All of it.”
Penelope blinked quickly, the words hitting her in a rush of overwhelming emotion. Her chest tightened, and for a moment, she was too overwhelmed to speak. “God, Em. You already are,” she finally managed to say, her voice a whisper of disbelief and awe.
There was a long pause, where the weight of their confessions seemed to settle into the quiet space around them. Then, like a shift in gravity, Penelope started to laugh. It was soft, breathy, and caught somewhere between joy and disbelief—a sound that was as much release as it was realization.
Emily raised an eyebrow, unsure. “What?” she asked, her voice still a little fragile from the intensity of their moment.
Penelope shook her head, wiping away the tear that had slipped down her cheek. “That little meddler,” she said, her voice thick with laughter.
Emily blinked in confusion. “Amelia?” she asked, her brow furrowed.
Penelope nodded, still laughing. “She set this whole thing up. She’s not even here. She went to JJ’s on purpose.”
Emily’s mouth dropped open in stunned disbelief, and then she laughed too—genuine, bursting from her with affection and amusement. “She set us up?”
Penelope grinned, finally stepping back just enough to press a light kiss to Emily’s cheek. “Yep. She played us like a couple of fiddles.”
Emily groaned, covering her face with both hands. “I brought all that food for her,” she muttered, but the affectionate smile never left her face.
Penelope leaned in again, her voice low and teasing in Emily’s ear. “She knew exactly what she was doing.”
And as the kitchen light bathed them both in a soft, golden glow, with the faint clink of takeout boxes in the background, Penelope reached for Emily’s hand once more. This time, not just in comfort or affection, but in something deeper. Something that felt like a promise.

The morning light slipped gently through the blinds, painting soft golden stripes across the room. The scent of last night’s wine still lingered faintly in the air, mingling with the quiet hum of the house and the warmth of shared affection. Penelope and Emily had spent the night wrapped around each other, tangled in sheets and softness and the kind of closeness that didn’t need words. The heat of their kiss still lingered, a memory etched into skin. Everything felt right in a way neither of them had dared to imagine—not after all this time.
Penelope shifted, burrowing deeper into Emily’s embrace. Her head rose and fell with Emily’s slow, steady breaths, the rhythm as grounding as it was intimate. The feel of Emily’s bare skin beneath her cheek—solid, warm, real—was a kind of comfort Penelope hadn’t known she’d been missing.
Slowly, her lashes fluttered open, blinking against the pale sunlight. Her body was still heavy with sleep, but she didn’t mind. Not here. Not like this.
Emily’s voice, low and amused, broke the quiet. “Somehow, I forgot how good we are at that.”
Her arm curved around Penelope, pulling her closer.
Penelope chuckled softly, lifting her chin to meet Emily’s eyes. “Good is an understatement,” she said, a lazy smile curling her lips. Her hand wandered without thought, tracing idle circles along Emily’s ribs. The texture of skin, the warmth beneath it—it felt like home.
Emily hummed her agreement and dipped her head to press a kiss to Penelope’s hairline. It was gentle, unhurried. Affection without performance. The kind of gesture that said stay.
Penelope sighed, her eyes fluttering closed again. She nestled into the curve of Emily’s shoulder, letting herself soak in the closeness. “I missed this,” she murmured, fingers still sketching soft patterns against Emily’s side. “I didn’t even realize how much.”
“Me too,” Emily replied, her voice thick with something tender. She held Penelope a little tighter, as if to say I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.
After a long moment, Penelope lifted her head, propping herself on one elbow. Their eyes met, and something unspoken passed between them—warmth, yes, but also recognition. The shared ache of time lost. The wonder that they’d found their way back to each other at all.
“We’re idiots,” Penelope said, shaking her head affectionately. “All this time... and all we needed was to talk.”
Emily chuckled, running a hand slowly through Penelope’s hair. “Won’t be making that mistake again,” she said with a smile, voice equal parts playful and sincere. She punctuated her words with a kiss to one cheek. “We’ll talk…” Another kiss to the other. “And talk…” A final kiss, slower, to the corner of her mouth.
Penelope’s breath caught. Her lips parted, and she tilted her head—inviting, lingering. “Sounds like a lot of... talking,” she teased, voice low, charged.
Emily grinned. “Endless conversations,” she murmured, already leaning in—
Then, suddenly, the clatter of the front door snapped them both to attention. A beat later, Amelia’s unmistakable voice echoed through the house.
“Mom! Aunty JJ is so cool!”
The moment shattered like glass.
Emily shot upright, eyes wide. “Amelia?!”
Penelope scrambled to sit up, heart racing. “We didn’t—she wasn’t—what time is it?”
Clothes were everywhere. Penelope grabbed for a shirt, yanking it inside out in her haste. Emily was already halfway into her own, cursing softly under her breath.
“Okay, okay,” Penelope said, her laugh bubbling out despite the chaos. “Maybe we should’ve been a little more... time-conscious.”
They could already hear footsteps pounding up the stairs. Amelia’s cheerful voice floated closer.
“She said I could pick the movie next time and everything!”
JJ’s voice followed, light and teasing. “And I bet your mom would love to hear all about it—once she’s out of bed.”
They froze mid-dress. Penelope’s shirt was only halfway on, and Emily was still trying to find the armhole in her jumper. They looked at each other—mortified, helpless, and barely suppressing their laughter.
Amelia burst into the room, beaming. “Oh good, you’re both here!”
Penelope froze. Emily blinked. Amelia, blissfully unaware of the wreckage they were sitting in, bounced on the balls of her feet.
“You look really happy,” she added innocently. “So, are you… um… in love now?”
Penelope turned bright red. Emily made a choking noise.
And then, of course, JJ strolled into the doorway, arms crossed and a smug grin firmly in place.
“Amelia, let’s go put on that show you were telling me about downstairs,” she said, clearly enjoying herself. “Give these two lovebirds a minute to finish their... conversation.” She winked.
“JJ,” Penelope warned, half-laughing, half-horrified.
Amelia, unfazed, looked between the two of them. “It’s just… nice. Seeing you both happy.” Her voice was softer now, sweet and sure in a way that tugged at something deep in Penelope’s chest.
Penelope smiled through the heat in her cheeks. “We are happy, bug. You’re right.” She reached out, brushing Amelia’s hair gently. “We’ll talk more later, okay?”
Amelia nodded, satisfied. “Can we watch two episodes?”
JJ laughed. “I think that can be arranged. Come on, kid.”
They disappeared down the hall, and the door clicked shut.
Penelope and Emily exhaled at the same time, then collapsed onto the bed in a fit of relieved, muffled laughter.
“That was close,” Emily breathed, eyes wide with disbelief.
Penelope nodded, still catching her breath. “Too close.”
For a moment, they lay side by side again, gazing at the ceiling like two teenagers who’d just been caught sneaking in past curfew.
Then Penelope turned toward her, propping herself on one elbow. “I guess we’ve got a bit of catching up to do, huh?”
Emily smiled, pulling her in by the waist. “Oh, we definitely do. And this time? We’re going to talk. All of it. No hiding.”
Penelope let herself fall into her arms again, heart racing with something that felt a lot like hope. The kind that comes after a storm has passed, when the air is clean and new and anything feels possible.
The future was wide open.
And for the first time in a long while, Penelope was ready to step into it—hand in hand with Emily.

Six months later
The months that followed were a soft blur of joy—woven with the quiet certainty of love finally given room to grow. Penelope had always believed she was content with her life, but this—coming home to a house filled with laughter and light—was something else entirely. It was more than contentment. It was peace.
The door clicked open with a familiar creak as Penelope stepped inside, shrugging off her bag and unwinding the scarf from around her neck. The faint sounds of music pulsed from the living room, punctuated by a burst of laughter and a dramatic, drawn-out groan.
"NO! No! No! Ahhh!" Emily’s voice rang out in despair.
Penelope peeked into the room just in time to see Emily collapse dramatically onto the couch, hand thrown over her eyes like a tragic heroine in a melodrama. Across from her, Amelia danced triumphantly, utterly delighted with her win.
"Sorry, Em, but I’m just the best," Amelia gloated, spinning around in a not-quite-on-beat victory twirl, her oversized hoodie flying up slightly as she moved.
Emily pushed herself up just enough to point an accusing finger. “Clearly! It’s so not fair that you’re better than me. I willwin eventually.”
“Keep telling yourself that, Em!” Amelia shot back, grinning from ear to ear.
“I will. Just you wait, Meels. I’ll be victorious one day.” Emily reached out to ruffle Amelia’s hair affectionately. “Now go get the snacks, rascal. Winner gets to pick the film.”
Amelia pumped a fist in the air, positively glowing with glee. “Ha! I totally won. You so got owned.” She turned and bolted toward the kitchen with the energy only a teenager could manage after a dance battle.
Penelope chuckled under her breath, stepping fully into the room. “Hey, love.”
Emily glanced up, her smile blooming wide and easy at the sight of her. “Hey yourself.”
Penelope dropped onto the couch beside her with a sigh, immediately leaning into Emily’s side. She stole a quick kiss, just a brush of lips that said I missed you, and Emily hummed in contentment, looping her arm around her.
“So, how was it working with the lesser team today?” Emily teased, her eyes gleaming with playful mischief.
Penelope rolled her eyes. “Oh, har har. Very funny, Em. They’re not lesser. They’re… adequate.”
Emily snorted. “We’re still the better team.”
“You’re impossible,” Penelope murmured, but she couldn’t help the grin tugging at her lips. She ran her fingers lazily up and down Emily’s arm. “Fine. You’re the ‘best team.’ There, I said it. Don’t let it go to your head, though.”
Before Emily could reply, Amelia returned, balancing a bowl of popcorn under one arm and a triumphant expression on her face.
“Okay, cringey lovebirds,” she announced with the dramatic flair of someone who’d definitely been eavesdropping, “Movie choice for tonight is High School Musical.”
Penelope burst into laughter, burying her face against Emily’s neck to muffle the sound.
Emily groaned. “Oh jeez, kid. Really? High School Musical again?”
“He may not be your type,” Amelia said with great seriousness, “but Zac Efron is swoony.”
Penelope lifted her head, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Bug, you’re too young for Zac Efron.”
“I know,” Amelia said with a shrug. “But a thirteen-year-old can still appreciate a young Zac Efron with the swooshy hair.”
Penelope covered her face with both hands, laughing harder. “Swooshy hair? Oh boy. You’re too much, kiddo.”
“Whatever, Mom!” Amelia shot back playfully.
Penelope peeked at her through her fingers, grinning. “You’re sassy, you know that?”
“Yeah, well, that’s Emily’s influence,” Amelia replied smugly.
Penelope turned to Emily, mock affronted. “Oh really? You’re teaching her to be fresh and cheeky, huh?”
Emily, unbothered and entirely too proud of herself, nodded. “Valuable life skills, right, Meels?”
Amelia nodded enthusiastically, popping a piece of popcorn into her mouth. “Right.”
Penelope leaned back into the couch with an exaggerated sigh of resignation. “I’m gonna regret this, aren’t I? You two have teamed up against me.”
Emily pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re doomed.”
Amelia shrugged. “Don’t worry, Mom… most of the time we’re on your side.”
“Only most of the time?” Penelope teased, arching an eyebrow. “I guess I’ll take what I can get.”
“Well, it’s family rules,” Amelia said decisively, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Right, Em?”
“Right,” Emily agreed, chuckling. She leaned her head against Penelope’s shoulder. “Gotta gang up on Mom sometimes. Keep her on her toes.”
The three of them settled in on the couch, the movie starting up as the opening chords of “Start of Something New” filled the room. Amelia sang along under her breath, completely absorbed, while Penelope nestled deeper into Emily’s side. The glow of the TV cast a soft light across the room, and the air was filled with popcorn, warmth, and the unmistakable feeling of home.
Emily’s voice was low as she murmured into Penelope’s ear, “So… Meels called us three a family.”
Penelope’s heart fluttered. She turned slightly, her eyes finding Amelia, who was now dramatically lip-syncing to the lyrics, then back to Emily. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Yeah, she did.”
She hesitated for a moment, then leaned in closer, her nose brushing against Emily’s. “How do you feel about that?”
Emily’s answer was soft and immediate. “Like all of my dreams have come true.”
Penelope exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her smile was quiet, glowing. “Yeah? Mine too… more than I ever thought I could dream of.” She tilted her head and pressed a delicate kiss to Emily’s jawline, anchoring herself in this moment—this life they’d built.
It hadn’t always been easy. The road here had been messy, filled with missteps and silence and pain. But now, Penelope looked around this warm, chaotic living room, her daughter giggling at the television, her girlfriend’s hand resting over her heart, and she realized something.
They’d made it.
They were a family.
And they were home.

