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        * * *

      

      
        
        Freedom from Gaspard's house doesn't mean I’m out from under his control. Even as I try to build a new life with Antosha, my tormentor finds new ways to manipulate the system and drag me back into his web.

      

        

      
        The courtroom becomes our new battleground, where legal documents replace physical chains but the stakes remain devastatingly high. While Antosha's love gives me strength I never knew I possessed, Gaspard refuses to accept that I'm no longer his to command.

      

        

      
        As our final confrontation looms, the question isn't whether he'll try to destroy what we're building. It's whether love can truly conquer the darkness that's haunted me for so long.
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          MADDIE

        

      

    

    
      The guard's footsteps echo down the corridor as she leads me to the visiting room, not at all like the sterile space where Gaspard delivered his ultimatum yesterday. My hands shake as I walk, not from fear this time, but from the weight of what I have to tell Antosha.

      The pregnancy is becoming harder to hide. At almost twenty-one weeks, the loose jail uniform can only conceal so much, and the baby's movements have grown stronger, more frequent. Last night, lying on the narrow cot, I felt what might have been hiccups—tiny, rhythmic flutters that made me press my hand to my stomach in wonder despite everything else falling apart around me.

      Antosha is already seated when I enter, his face drawn with exhaustion. Dark circles shadow his eyes, and his usually immaculate appearance shows signs of strain in a wrinkled shirt with stubble he forgot to shave. He's been fighting for me, I realize, probably sleeping as little as I have.

      I pick up the phone with trembling fingers, knowing that every word we speak will be recorded, filed away, potentially used against me later.

      "How are you holding up?" he asks, his voice gentle but strained.

      "I'm..." I pause, looking down at my hands. There's no easy way to say this, no perfect moment to reveal a secret I've carried for months. "Antosha, there's something I need to tell you. Something important."

      His expression sharpens with concern. "What is it?"

      I take a deep breath, my free hand moving instinctively to my stomach. "I'm pregnant.”

      The words hang in the air between us like a physical barrier. Antosha's face goes through a series of expressions—shock, confusion, calculation as he works out the timeline, and then something that might be grief.

      "Almost twenty-one weeks.” I watch as he processes what this means. "I found out after I was arrested. I haven't told anyone except Victoria."

      "Five months." His voice is tight with controlled emotion. "Maddie, why didn't you⁠—"

      "Because I was ashamed." The words come out sharper than I intended. "Because I knew what you'd think, what everyone would think. That I'm carrying the child of the man I tried to kill."

      "I would never judge you for that." His voice is fierce despite the phone line between us. "None of this is your fault. None of it."

      The baby chooses that moment to move, a strong kick that makes me press my hand more firmly against my stomach. Antosha notices the gesture, his eyes dropping to where my other hand rests.

      "Are you... are you okay? The baby?"

      "We're both healthy. The medical staff here has been monitoring everything." I lean closer to the glass, needing him to understand. "Antosha, there's more. Yesterday, he came to see me."

      His entire body tenses. "Malveaux?"

      I nod, glancing meaningfully at the phone in my hand, then at the camera mounted in the corner of the room. We both know this conversation is being recorded, which means I have to be careful about what I say and how I say it.

      "He made me an offer," I say slowly, choosing each word with precision. "He's willing to... reconsider his memory of that night. The trauma from his injuries has affected his recollection of events."

      Antosha's eyes narrow as he catches my meaning. "Reconsider how?"

      "He thinks the gas leak that night might have caused confusion. Made him seem like an intruder in his own home." I keep my voice level, factual. "He's willing to share this revised understanding with the authorities."

      "In exchange for what?"

      This is the part I've been dreading. "He wants his family reunited. He believes a child should be raised by both parents, in a stable home environment."

      The color drains from Antosha's face as he realizes what I'm really telling him. Gaspard knows about the pregnancy, and he's using it as leverage to force me back into his control.

      "Maddie, no." His voice is low but urgent. "You can't seriously be considering⁠—"

      "If I don't, he'll testify that I attacked him without provocation. Twenty years to life, the prosecutor said." My voice catches slightly. "This baby would be an adult before I saw freedom again."

      "We'll fight it. Victoria is the best defense attorney in the state. We'll find another way."

      "What other way?" The question comes out more desperate than I intended. "The only witnesses are dead, dismissed, or too afraid to testify. Victoria said Eva and Marcus don't have to worry about their NDAs since there was abuse, but they also can't prove anything and he'll paint them as lying. Claire was dismissed and how can she prove a baby there's no trace of? He would confiscate the phones of anyone who worked there when they entered the house. There's no evidence of the abuse except my word against his."

      "There has to be something⁠—"

      "He's already won, Antosha." I lean back in my chair, feeling the weight of inevitability settling over me like a shroud. "Either I go to prison for twenty years, or I go back to him. Those seem to be my only choices."

      "There's always another choice." His hand presses against the glass as if he could reach through to touch me. "We'll find Emilie. We'll prove what he's capable of."

      I shake my head, thinking of yesterday's meeting, of Gaspard's casual denial that she ever existed. "He says there never was a daughter. No birth records, no medical files, no proof she was ever born. As far as the official record is concerned, this is my first pregnancy."

      The pain in Antosha's eyes mirrors my own. We both know how thorough Gaspard was, how carefully he controlled every aspect of my life, including ensuring that Emilie's birth remained completely off the books.

      "So what are you going to do?" he asks quietly.

      I look down at my stomach, where my child continues its gentle movements. This child didn't ask to be conceived in manipulation and control. It doesn't deserve to be born in prison or raised in foster care while its mother serves a life sentence.

      "I don't know," I whisper, and it's the most honest thing I've said in months.

      The guard appears at the door, signaling that visiting time is almost over. Antosha sees her too, his expression growing desperate.

      "Promise me something," he says urgently. "Promise me you won't make any decisions until we've exhausted every option. Give Victoria more time. Give us more time."

      "Time for what?"

      "To prove who you really are. To show the world what he did to you, what he's still trying to do." His voice carries a conviction I wish I could share. "You're not the broken girl he tried to create. You're stronger than he knows, braver than you realize. Don't let him win now, not when you've come so far."

      "I don't have that amount of time, Antosha." A tear slips down my cheek. "He gave me until this afternoon."

      The guard starts to come closer, and I know our time is up. I want to tell him that I love him, that these months in jail the memory of his kindness has been the only thing keeping me sane. But the words stick in my throat, too dangerous to say in this monitored room.

      Instead, I press my own hand against the glass where his rests, wishing desperately that there was nothing between us.

      "Please say no," he begs me. "Everything will work out, you'll see."

      "I'll think about it," I promise, though we both know how little power I have left.

      As they lead me back to my cell, the baby kicks again, stronger this time, as if it is trying to remind me that I'm not just fighting for myself anymore.

      The question is whether that's enough motivation to keep fighting a battle that seems impossible to win.
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        * * *

      

      "Are you sure?" Victoria asks me, eyeing me with something akin to admiration. "Because once we go down this path, there's no turning back. We'll be arguing that you weren't in control of your actions that night."

      I shift in the uncomfortable plastic chair, my hand instinctively moving to my stomach where the baby has been unusually active this morning. "What does that mean exactly?"

      "It means we present evidence that the sustained psychological abuse you endured caused a temporary break from reality. That when you attacked Malveaux, you weren't acting with clear intent but rather as someone whose mental state had been so damaged by trauma that you couldn't distinguish right from wrong in that moment."

      The clinical language makes my skin crawl, but I force myself to focus on what she's really saying. "And if the court accepts that?"

      "Then you're found not guilty by reason of irresponsabilité pénale pour cause de trouble mental—criminal irresponsibility due to mental disorder." She leans forward, her expression serious. "But Maddie, this isn't just a legal strategy. We'll need extensive psychiatric testimony. You'll have to relive everything he did to you, in detail, in front of a courtroom full of people."

      My throat tightens at the thought. "Everything?"

      "The isolation, the physical abuse, the sexual violence, losing Emilie. All of it. The psychiatrists will need to establish a clear pattern of escalating trauma that culminated in what they'll call a 'dissociative episode' during the attack."

      I close my eyes, remembering that moment in Gaspard's study when something finally snapped inside me. "I wasn't insane. I knew exactly what I was doing."

      "That's not what this defense means in legal terms," Victoria explains patiently. "It doesn't mean you were hearing voices or having delusions. It means the trauma you suffered impaired your ability to control your actions and understand the consequences. The psychiatric evaluation you've been receiving here in jail will actually work in our favor; it shows you've been dealing with the psychological aftermath of severe abuse."

      "What happens if we lose?"

      Victoria's expression grows grim. "Twenty years to life for attempted murder in the first degree. And given Malveaux's public profile, the prosecutor will push for the maximum sentence."

      I think about Antosha's desperate plea earlier this morning, his conviction that we could find another way. But sitting here with Victoria, hearing the stark reality of my legal options, I realize how naive that hope was.

      "And if we win?"

      "If you're found not guilty by reason of irresponsabilité pénale, you'd be released with mandatory psychiatric treatment and monitoring. The court would require regular evaluations to ensure you're stable." She pauses, studying my face. "But there's something else we need to discuss immediately if we pursue this defense."

      My hand presses more firmly against my stomach. "What?"

      "Divorce and custody." Victoria's voice is direct but not unkind. "You're still legally married to Malveaux. Even if you're acquitted, you'll need to file for divorce to protect yourself and establish your parental rights."

      The thought of still being tied to him legally makes my skin crawl. "Can I divorce him while he's... like this? With his injuries?"

      "His injuries haven't affected his cognitive function—the medical reports make that clear. He's perfectly capable of participating in divorce proceedings." Victoria pulls out a legal pad. "We can file for divorce based on your testimony about abuse and coercion, but without documentation, it will be challenging."

      "What about the baby?" The question I've been dreading.

      "That's more complicated. As your husband, Malveaux has presumptive paternal rights under French law." Victoria's expression grows serious. "Without documented evidence of abuse, we'll have to rely entirely on your testimony and our psychiatric experts to establish why he's an unfit parent."

      My chest tightens. "What if the court doesn't believe me?"

      "Then we focus on what we can prove—that you suffered severe psychological trauma that caused a complete mental break. If our experts can establish that your breakdown was caused by systematic abuse, even without physical documentation, it creates doubt about his fitness as a parent." Victoria's voice is careful but honest. "But I won't lie to you, Maddie. Custody battles are difficult under the best circumstances. Without concrete evidence of abuse, it becomes your word against his."

      "But what if I'm found... what if the mental health defense works? Will that hurt my chances for custody?"

      Victoria considers this carefully. "It could complicate things, but not necessarily. If our psychiatric experts can establish that your mental break was directly caused by his abuse, and that you're now stable with proper treatment, it actually supports our argument that removing you from his influence was necessary for your recovery."

      I sit in silence for several minutes, feeling the baby's movements beneath my palm. The idea of subjecting myself to more psychiatric evaluation, more judgment, more scrutiny of every terrible thing Gaspard did to me, makes me want to crawl back into the numbness that once protected me.

      But the alternative is spending the next twenty years watching my child grow up through prison glass, if I'm allowed to see them at all.

      "What would you need from me?" I ask finally.

      "Complete honesty about everything that happened. No holding back details because they're embarrassing or painful. The psychiatric experts need to see the full scope of what you endured." Victoria pulls out her pen. "We'll start with your sessions this week, and I'll begin building our expert witness list. I know some of the best trauma specialists in the country."

      "And Gaspard? What happens when he realizes I'm not taking his deal?"

      "He'll testify according to whatever version of events serves him best," Victoria says matter-of-factly. "But that's what we expected. Our job isn't to prove he's lying—it's to show that years of systematic abuse caused you to have a complete psychological break that night."

      "Can we start the divorce proceedings now? Before the trial?"

      "Absolutely. In fact, it might work in our favor. Filing for divorce while rejecting his 'generous offer' shows that you're taking control of your life, not acting out of mental instability." Victoria makes a note. "We'll cite abuse, coercion, and irreconcilable differences. Given the circumstances, I expect we can get a preliminary separation order quickly to protect you from further contact."

      For the first time in months, I feel something other than despair. Not hope exactly, but something close to it. The possibility that I might not have to choose between prison and returning to my abuser. The possibility that I might actually be able to protect this child.

      "Okay," I say, my voice stronger than it's been in weeks. "Let's do it. Both the defense and the divorce."

      Victoria nods and begins writing. "Then let's start with the day you moved into his house. I need you to tell me everything, from the beginning."

      As I begin to speak, the baby kicks again, and I take it as a sign of approval. Maybe the baby can sense that its mother is finally ready to fight back.

      Not with violence this time, but with truth. And with the law on my side, for once.
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          ANTOSHA

        

      

    

    
      The Palais de Justice feels like a mausoleum as I take my seat in the public gallery. Three months of preparation have led to this moment, and the weight of everything hanging in the balance sits heavy in my chest.

      The courtroom is smaller than I expected, more intimate, which somehow makes everything feel more intense. The three judges sit at an elevated bench - two men and one woman, all wearing the traditional black robes with white rabat collars. Their faces are impassive as they review their files, giving nothing away about their thoughts on the case they're about to hear.

      Madeline sits at the defendant's table with Victoria, her back straight despite the obvious weight of her pregnancy. At seven and a half months, she can no longer hide her condition, and the black maternity dress Victoria chose for her somehow makes her look both vulnerable and dignified. Her dark hair is pulled back in a simple style that frames her face, the shadows under her eyes speaking to months of stress.

      She hasn't looked back at the gallery yet, but I know she's aware I'm here. We've been through this routine for three months of preliminary hearings and psychiatric evaluations. Every time she enters this room, I see her shoulders straighten slightly, drawing strength from knowing she's not facing this alone.

      Gaspard sits across the aisle with his legal team. The scarring on his face is still prominent, a jagged line that runs from his temple to his jaw, pulling the left side of his mouth into a permanent slight sneer. He uses a cane now, though I suspect it's more for sympathy than necessity. His expensive suit is perfectly tailored, his posture commanding despite the injuries. Every inch the respected public official wronged by his unstable wife.

      The divorce proceedings have added another layer of complexity to his performance. While claiming he wants to rebuild their marriage, he's simultaneously fighting Madeline's petition for divorce with the same intensity he brings to his political campaigns. His lawyers argue that a woman found mentally incompetent cannot make sound decisions about her marriage—a strategy designed to keep her legally bound to him regardless of the trial's outcome.

      The press section is full. This case has captured public attention in a way none of us anticipated—the young woman who married her stepfather, the respected politician's miraculous recovery, the divorce battle running parallel to criminal proceedings, and the claims of abuse versus his denials. The media has painted it as either a story of justice for an abuse victim or the tale of an ungrateful girl who tried to murder her benefactor while trying to steal his fortune through divorce.

      "The court calls the case of The People versus Madeline Malveaux," the clerk announces.

      The presiding judge, a stern-looking woman in her sixties, addresses the courtroom. "This court will determine whether the defendant, charged with attempted murder in the first degree, can be held criminally responsible for her actions given her mental state at the time of the alleged crime."

      Victoria rises. "Your Honor, the defense pleads not guilty by reason of irresponsabilité pénale pour cause de trouble mental."

      The prosecutor, a sharp-faced man named Henri Parcell, stands as well. "The prosecution maintains that this was a premeditated attack by a defendant who knew exactly what she was doing—possibly motivated by her desire to escape her marriage and gain access to her husband's assets through his death."

      The mention of financial motive makes me clench my fists. The divorce proceedings have given the prosecution another angle to attack Madeline's character, suggesting she attacked Gaspard not from psychological trauma but from greed.

      As the judge outlines the proceedings, I study Gaspard's face. He's playing his part perfectly—the wounded husband seeking justice while fighting desperately to save his marriage. But I catch the moment his eyes fix on Madeline's profile, on the obvious swell of her pregnancy, and something predatory flickers in his expression.

      He still thinks he's going to win. Still believes he can manipulate the system the way he's manipulated everything else in his life. The divorce proceedings are just another battlefield for him—another way to maintain control.

      The first witness called is Dr. Marie Rousseau, the psychiatrist who's been evaluating Madeline for the past three months. She's a small, precise woman with gray hair and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses.

      "Doctor," Victoria begins, "please tell the court about your evaluation of my client."

      "I've conducted extensive sessions with Madame Malveaux over the past twelve weeks," Dr. Rousseau says, consulting her notes. "She presents with symptoms consistent with complex post-traumatic stress disorder resulting from prolonged psychological, physical, and sexual abuse."

      Madeline's shoulders tense at the clinical description of her suffering, but she doesn't look away from the doctor. We've prepared for this—Victoria warned her that every detail of her trauma would be dissected in public, scrutinized not only for the criminal case but potentially used in the divorce proceedings as well.

      "In your professional opinion, what was the defendant's mental state on the night in question?"

      "Based on my evaluation, I believe Madame Malveaux experienced what we term a dissociative episode triggered by acute psychological distress. The cumulative effect of years of abuse, combined with the specific trauma of that day with hours of physical discomfort and psychological degradation created a breaking point."

      The prosecutor objects. “These allegations of abuse remain unproven and are currently being disputed in concurrent divorce proceedings."

      Dr. Rousseau looks directly at him. "My evaluation is based on the psychological symptoms and trauma responses I've observed, not on legal determinations of guilt or innocence in other proceedings."

      I watch Gaspard's face during this exchange. His expression remains carefully neutral, but his fingers drum against the table in a pattern I recognize from months of studying him. The divorce proceedings have forced him to walk a careful line, maintaining his innocence while publicly professing his love for a wife he's simultaneously trying to keep legally bound to him.

      "Doctor," Victoria continues, "can you explain what a dissociative episode entails?"

      "During severe psychological distress, the mind can essentially disconnect from conscious decision-making as a protective mechanism. The person may continue to function and even perform complex actions, but they're not fully present mentally. It's the psyche's way of protecting itself from unbearable psychological pain."

      "And the defendant's current mental state?"

      "She shows significant improvement. The structured environment and therapy have helped her process her trauma. She's demonstrated the capacity to make rational decisions about her future, including her choice to file for divorce and seek independence."

      The prosecutor makes a note at this—no doubt planning to use her "rational decision-making" against the insanity defense later.

      As the testimony continues, I notice more people filtering into the public gallery. Word has gotten out about the dramatic testimony, and the case is becoming something of a public spectacle. The divorce proceedings have only added to the media interest—court watchers dissecting every development for signs of who might prevail in both the criminal and civil cases.

      Part of me hates that Madeline's pain is being turned into entertainment, but I know the publicity might actually help her case. Public sympathy could influence how the judges view her situation.

      When Dr. Rousseau finishes her testimony, the prosecutor rises for cross-examination. His approach is aggressive from the first question.

      "Doctor, isn't it true that the defendant has been remarkably clear-headed about pursuing her divorce? Filing papers, meeting with attorneys, making strategic decisions?"

      "She's discussed what she's able to discuss. Recovering from trauma doesn't mean a person loses all decision-making capacity."

      "But doesn't this contradict your testimony about her impaired mental state? She seems quite capable of making calculated decisions when they benefit her financially."

      Victoria objects, but the damage is done. The prosecutor has planted the seed that Madeline might be selectively impaired; crazy enough to escape murder charges but sane enough to pursue a lucrative divorce.

      "Doctor, you testified that my client experienced psychological distress. Are you saying she was delusional?"

      Dr. Rousseau pauses carefully. "I'm saying that her psychological distress was real and severe enough to cause a complete break from rational thinking on the night in question."

      It's a good answer, but I can see some of the observers in the gallery exchanging glances. The prosecutor has managed to make Madeline's trauma sound questionable, her memories unreliable, her current legal actions calculated.

      As the morning session concludes, Madeline finally turns to look at the gallery. Our eyes meet for just a moment, and I try to convey every ounce of support and love I have for her. She gives me the smallest nod before turning back to Victoria.

      The baby she's carrying will be born while these proceedings continue. Another child whose future hangs in the balance of both the criminal trial and the divorce case, whose life will be shaped by whether the court believes her mother was a victim fighting for freedom or a calculating woman who tried to murder her husband for money.

      I settle back in my seat, preparing for what I know will be a long and brutal fight on multiple fronts.

      But looking at Madeline's straight shoulders and lifted chin, I'm reminded of something I told her months ago: she's stronger than Gaspard knows, braver than she realizes.

      During this trial, the world is finally going to see exactly what she's made of.
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        * * *

      

      When the court resumes after a short recess, Victoria rises. "The defense calls Eva Lambert to the stand."

      There's a ripple in the gallery. Eva is younger than I remembered with a thin frame and nervous posture that makes her look fragile beneath the gaze of the entire courtroom. She avoids looking at Gaspard as she takes her seat, focusing instead on the oath the bailiff administers.

      Her hands tremble as she lifts them.

      Victoria approaches with deliberate gentleness, her voice low and even. "Miss Lambert, could you please tell the court how you came to be employed in the Malveaux household?"

      Eva clears her throat. "I was hired as a domestic assistant when I was nineteen. I worked there for four years."

      "And during that time, what was your relationship to Madame Malveaux?"

      "I—" Eva glances briefly at Maddie, then back at Victoria. "She was kind to me. Quieter than most employers. I helped her with daily tasks—bringing meals, occasionally helping her when she was unwell. I was her companion.”

      Victoria nods. "Did you ever witness any behavior from Monsieur Malveaux toward her that concerned you?"

      The hesitation is palpable. Eva's eyes dart to Gaspard, then quickly away. "There were... incidents. Times when Madame appeared injured."

      "Can you describe one such incident?"

      Eva swallows hard. "One evening, I was asked to bring medical supplies to her room. When I entered, she was lying face-down on the bed. Her back..." Eva's voice wavers. "There were dark marks across her shoulders and spine. Welts. She asked me to apply ointment because she couldn't reach the wounds herself."

      A murmur ripples through the gallery. Maddie sits straighter, her hands folded tightly in her lap.

      "How did she explain these injuries?" Victoria asks.

      "She said she had fallen down the stairs. But the pattern..." Eva shakes her head. "They were too uniform. Too deliberate."

      "Did she seem distressed?"

      "Yes. She was crying, but trying to hide it. She kept apologizing—to me, for bothering me with the task."

      Victoria nods slowly. "Miss Lambert, are you aware that Madame Malveaux has filed for divorce from Monsieur Malveaux?"

      "I've seen it in the news."

      "Does your testimony today have anything to do with supporting her divorce case?"

      Eva looks confused. "No. I was asked to tell the truth about what I saw. That's all."

      It's a smart move by Victoria, addressing the potential accusation that Eva is testifying to help Madeline's divorce case rather than simply telling the truth.

      "Thank you. No further questions."

      The prosecutor rises, his approach measured and professional. He doesn't circle Eva like prey. Instead, he positions himself at a respectful distance.

      "Miss Lambert, you testified that Madame Malveaux told you she had fallen down the stairs, correct?"

      "Yes."

      "And you chose not to believe her explanation?"

      Eva hesitates. "The injuries didn't look like they came from a fall."

      "But you're not a medical professional, are you? You have no training in wound assessment or accident reconstruction?"

      "No, I don't."

      "So your opinion about the cause of these injuries is based purely on your personal impression, not any expertise?"

      Eva's voice grows smaller. "Yes."

      The prosecutor nods thoughtfully. "Miss Lambert, in four years of employment, how many times did you witness Monsieur Malveaux actually striking his wife?"

      The question hangs in the air. Eva's face pales. "I... never saw him hit her directly."

      "Never?"

      "No."

      "And how many times did you see these injuries you've described?"

      "Two... maybe three times over the years."

      "So in four years of employment, you saw evidence of injury perhaps three times, and never witnessed any violence firsthand?"

      Victoria starts to rise, but the prosecutor continues smoothly.

      "Miss Lambert, you're aware that Madame Malveaux stands to inherit significant assets if her divorce is granted and her husband dies or is declared incompetent?"

      "I don't know anything about their finances."

      "But you do know she's filed for divorce while simultaneously claiming she was too mentally unstable to control her actions when she attacked him?"

      Victoria objects. "Your Honors, the witness is not qualified to comment on legal strategies."

      "Sustained."

      The prosecutor pivots smoothly. "Miss Lambert, you signed a confidentiality agreement when you began work at the estate, did you not?"

      "Yes."

      "And breaking that agreement could result in significant financial penalties?"

      Eva nods reluctantly.

      "Yet here you are, testifying about private matters within the household. Are you concerned about the legal consequences of your testimony today?"

      Eva looks confused. "I... the lawyers said I was protected."

      "Protected by whom? The same defense team that represents Madame Malveaux in both her criminal case and her divorce proceedings?"

      Victoria objects again. "Your Honor, counsel is attempting to intimidate the witness."

      "Sustained. Mr. Parcell, move on."

      The prosecutor bows slightly. "Miss Lambert, is it possible that what you interpreted as evidence of abuse could have been the result of accidents, medical procedures, or activities between consenting married adults that you simply didn't understand the context for?"

      Eva stares at him, trapped by the question's multiple implications. "I... suppose it's possible I misunderstood."

      "Thank you. No further questions."

      Eva looks shaken as she's dismissed, but not destroyed. The prosecutor has planted doubt without going too far, and Eva's core testimony, that she saw injuries and distress, remains intact even if weakened. But he's also successfully tied her testimony to Madeline's potential financial motives in the divorce.

      Victoria gathers her notes, her expression unreadable. We've gained ground, but the prosecution has reminded everyone that Eva's testimony is interpretation, not proof, and that it conveniently supports both the criminal defense and the divorce case.

      The intersection of the two cases is becoming a weapon the prosecution wields skillfully, painting Madeline as calculating enough to pursue divorce while claiming she was too traumatized to control her violent actions.

      I watch Gaspard's face as Eva leaves the stand. He's managed to look appropriately concerned throughout her testimony as the loving husband pained to hear such allegations against him. But I catch the slight upturn at the corner of his mouth as the prosecutor successfully undermines her credibility.

      He thinks he's winning both battles. But he underestimates how far Madeline has come, how much stronger she's grown.
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