
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


HIDDEN

Sequel to HUNTER

Miranda Olon



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HIDDEN

    

    
      First edition. October 24, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Miranda Olon.

    

    
    
      Written by Miranda Olon.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To those who have faced the aftermath and chosen to keep going, who rebuild in the silence, who guard their peace, and who learn that strength is not only in surviving but in living freely again.

To the ones who stand watch with love and patience, who protect without possession and believe without fear, your steadiness is courage in its truest form.

May this story remind you that healing is not the end of the fight; it is the beginning of reclaiming your power.

      

    


Trigger Warning: 

This book contains mature themes including domestic violence, kidnapping, stalking, physical & emotional abuse, sexual assault & rape, murder, psychological trauma & emotional distress, PTSD, and police corruption & misconduct. Readers sensitive to these topics are advised to proceed with caution.

If you or someone you know is experiencing domestic violence, you are not alone. There is help available. National Domestic Violence Hotline | 1−800−799−SAFE (7233) | thehotline.org
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This novel is a work of fiction created for entertainment and storytelling purposes. While it addresses sensitive and serious themes, any resemblance to actual people, living or deceased, real events, or locations is purely coincidental. The characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. This story is not based on a true story, and any similarities are unintended.
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Chapter 1: Still Waters
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4 Years After Hunter’s Arraignment

Gia woke gently in the Redwood Harbor townhome that she and Nico owned together. The early morning light filtered through the linen curtains, casting soft gold across the quilt they’d picked out last fall. It was cozy. Perfectly decorated, warm, and entirely theirs. Gia had more than enough money from her mother’s inheritance and the restitution Hunter was ordered to pay when he was arraigned four years ago. After purchasing their modest townhome, she’d also bought Nico’s old college house and offered it to Cal to rent for a fraction of what he’d paid before. She tried to convince him to live there rent-free, but Cal refused. He was grateful, but proud, not the type to accept handouts. Gia just figured that it would be a great starter house for Josie someday when she was old enough and Cal moved onto his next home, right next door to the people they loved so much. Gia reached across the bed instinctively, half-expecting to feel the warmth of Nico still beside her, but the sheets were cool. For a moment, she allowed herself to simply exist in the silence, to soak in the peace that had taken her years to reclaim. From the kitchen downstairs came the faint sounds of movement; drawers opening, the metallic clink of silverware, the soft shuffle of slippered feet on tile. Nico was up early again. She smiled at the thought. He’d been like that more and more lately, especially on mornings when he knew she had a full day ahead at her job at the dental clinic. He was always doing what he could to make her mornings easier, smoother, and lighter.

Gia pushed the covers back and stretched, her muscles stiff from yesterday’s jog. Her reflection caught her eye as she padded past the mirror. At age 26 now, her face had changed since the years marked by trauma and survival. There was more sharpness in her cheekbones. There was still a gentleness to her eyes, but it was layered now with something older like resilience, or maybe clarity. Her light, curly blonde hair was a little frizzy from sleep and she ran her fingers through it absently as she reached for her running gear.

She changed quickly into leggings and a moisture-wicking long sleeve top, then slipped a pair of socks over her cold feet. A morning run always helped clear her head and prepare for the day ahead of her. It reminded her that her body was hers again; strong, capable, free. She made her way downstairs and the smell of eggs and toast permeated the air. Nico stood at the stove in his usual half-rumpled way, hair slightly tousled, still damp from his shower. His dark curls danced above his face. He looked older now, too. There were wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, not from stress but from smiling. He wore a soft gray tee and navy sweats, his broad frame relaxed as he moved about the kitchen. “Morning, chef,” Gia said with a grin, grabbing her water bottle from the fridge.

Nico turned, his face lighting up in that quiet way she loved, like she was the only thing in the world worth seeing. “Morning, babe. I made your eggs how you like, sunny side up, not weird and dry like mine.”

She laughed. “Perfect. I’m going for a quick run first. Just a couple miles and then I’ll eat and I have to shower. Then work,” She rambled. “I want to try and be a little early today because-”

He leaned against the counter, arms folded. “You’ve got that tricky molar case today, right?”

“Mm-hmm. Dr. Liu wants me to assist again. Shouldn’t be too bad.” She paused, then gave him a pointed look. “You don’t have to make me breakfast every morning, you know.”

“I like it,” Nico said, shrugging. “It keeps me from reading science journals before 8 a.m. And maybe I just like seeing you fed and smiling.” He winked at her. She gave him a look, but her smile betrayed her. He crossed to her, brushing a kiss across her temple, then rested his hand lightly on her shoulder.

Gia lingered there for a second, the warmth of his hand still on her shoulder. Nico’s eyes searched hers, and she could tell he was doing that silent check-in he always did, the one he thought she didn’t notice. “I promise,” she said, preemptively answering whatever he wasn’t asking.

His mouth curved into a small smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I know you do,” he replied softly, stepping back toward the stove. “Doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop asking. Call me if you need anything, okay?” His voice dropped into something more serious, more familiar. “Volume’s always up. Just in case.”

Something in her chest pinched. She hated that... hated the shadow she could still see in him sometimes. Four years had passed, but they’d both lived through the same hell in different ways, and maybe that kind of thing never fully stopped echoing. She wanted to tell him she was fine, that the world felt safe again, that he didn’t have to worry every time she stepped outside. But the words caught in her throat. Deep down, she knew they’d both be lying if they pretended it was that simple. Instead, she just reached for her earbuds and tucked them into her pocket. “You’ll make yourself crazy worrying like that,” she said lightly.

“And you’ll make me crazy if you don’t come back for breakfast before it gets cold.” His grin was easy, but as she opened the door, she felt his gaze still on her; warm, steady, and just a little too worrisome.

Nico stood at the kitchen sink, rinsing out the pan and watching the sidewalk Gia had jogged down. The street was still quiet, just the occasional hum of a neighbor’s car or the chirp of birds in the sycamore trees. He leaned on the counter, towel slung over his shoulder, and let out a breath. Watching her go off like that, confident and steady... it never got old. There had been a time when she could barely exist without flinching at the creak of a door or the buzz of a phone. Now she ran solo through the neighborhood, held her head high at work, and laughed fully again. He thought about the scars no one could see, the ones she carried deep in her muscles and memories. And still, every day, she kept showing up. Moving forward. Healing without forgetting. That kind of strength... it wasn’t loud. It didn’t demand attention. But to him, it was the fiercest thing he’d ever seen. Still, his eyes lingered on the empty stretch of sidewalk long after she’d turned the corner. The street looked safe enough... familiar, calm...but he knew better than most how quickly that could change. He told himself she was fine, that she’d be back in twenty minutes with pink cheeks and wind-tangled hair. And she would be. Almost certainly. He just wished he believed “certainly” the way he used to.

Nico tore his gaze away, grabbed his coffee, and headed upstairs to get ready for the day, leaving her plate warm on the stove, just the way she liked it. Upstairs, Nico set his coffee on the dresser, the steam curling into the faint scent of clean laundry that lingered from the basket Gia had folded the night before. The sound of the faint creak of the old floorboards reminded him how still the house felt without her in it. He pulled on a shirt, buttoning it with deliberate slowness, his thoughts still lingering on the image of her disappearing down the sidewalk. There was pride in that picture, but also a quiet awareness. Life was good now, yes, but it had been hard-won. He slipped on his watch, making note of how long it’s been since Gia left for her run, and caught his own reflection in the mirror. He wondered how many more years it would take before the past stopped shaping the edges of their mornings.
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Chapter 2: Well-Worn Path
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Gia set her bag down on the entry table and kicked off her shoes, the scent of basil and fresh bread already floating through the Zureks’ home. It was Thursday, one of the four nights a week they all came together for dinner. The routine was easy now. Comfortable. "Smells amazing, Dottie!" Gia called into the kitchen. Dottie peeked her head out from around the corner, wooden spoon in hand. “Don’t give me all the credit. Frank helped stir for five whole minutes.”

Frank didn’t look up from where he stood near the oven, arms crossed and eyebrows raised. “Five and a half. Let’s not round down.” Nico laughed as he walked in behind Gia, setting the wooden bowl of tossed salad on the table.

Josie came racing in from the hallway, her blonde hair in two tight braids and her socks sliding dangerously on the hardwood floor. Douglas, her enormous Doberman-Great Dane mix, padded right behind her and stopped when she did, sitting at her side like a trained shadow.

“Guess what!” Josie grinned. “Christina’s mom said she can spend the night this weekend!”

Gia reached to tousle Josie’s hair. “That’s great, Jo-bug. We’ll have to plan something fun.”

“She wants to meet Douglas. She’s obsessed with dogs,” Josie added proudly, leaning down to scratch under Douglas’s chin. “I told her how I rescued him when he was a baby and how he’s perfectly behaved.”

“She leaves out the part where Frank did all the training,” Dottie said lightly, sliding the garlic bread into a basket. She moved gracefully through the kitchen, sliding the casserole dish full of their main entree out of the oven and onto the hot pads on the table.

“I didn’t do all of it,” Frank mumbled. But the smile tugging at the corner of his mouth said he didn’t mind the credit. Gia settled into her usual spot at the table as Nico helped set plates and silverware out in each spot. It felt good; this rhythm, this house, this family. She glanced around at the faces she saw nearly every day and smiled to herself. Taking it in.

Cal strolled in a few minutes later, still in his polo shirt from Ashford Elementary. He taught fifth grade now and coached football at the middle school down the street. Most afternoons, he picked Josie up from school and brought her back here. He had become a part of their chosen family. “Dinner ready?” Cal asked, dropping his keys into his pocket.

“You’re lucky we saved you any,” Dottie said with a wink.

“Only because you love me.” He flashed a cheeky grim.

Josie rolled her eyes. “You're so full of yourself, Uncle Cal.”

"Just full of pasta," he said, nudging her with his elbow, grabbing a fork and sitting next to her.

Conversation carried on easily over bowls of baked ziti and salad. They talked about school and work, weekend plans, the latest town gossip. Nico, ever humble, gave only the briefest update on his apprenticeship at the Food and Drug Administration, but Gia chimed in on his behalf. “He’s being modest. He’s practically running his department.”

“I'm at the bottom of the totem pole,” Nico said, shaking his head. “But I’m learning a lot. Almost done with my master's too... 3 weeks to go.”

Frank raised his glass. “To Nico being almost done with grad school.” Everyone echoed the toast and clinked glasses.

“And Gia?” Dottie asked. “How’s the dental world?”

Gia smiled. “Busy. Dr. Liu’s been adding more patients every week, but I love it. Honestly, I’d forgotten how much I like working with people.”

“She says that like she doesn’t have a minor in psychology.” Nico teased. Gia jokingly rolled her eyes. Josie reached down to feed Douglas a small piece of carrot under the table. He took it gently, never breaking eye contact with her. Gia watched them, her heart full. There had been a time when even peaceful moments like this felt dangerous. Like a calm before the next storm. But now the calm felt earned. Sustained. Real. As Josie chatted about school and Christina, and Douglas settled at her feet, the scent of dinner still lingered in the air and she knew this well-worn path they walked together was leading to something lasting. For the first two years after Hunter was put away, Gia was hesitant to move away from Jo and the Zureks. They reminded her that she couldn’t live in fear forever and that when she was ready, she had their full support of moving out. So eventually, with gentle encouragement, Frank and Dottie convinced her to go start her life. 

As Jo got older, she started to ask more about her mother. And as she heard more and more about her, she stopped calling Dottie ‘mama.’ Nobody really noticed much until Jo told Gia in a hushed tone, “Is there something else I can call.. Mama Dot... It doesn’t feel right anymore, Gia. But, I don’t want to hurt her feelings.” Gia gave her a soft smile then and reassured her that she wouldn't be hurt by it at all. “She won’t be upset, Jo. How about Grammy Dot instead? Do you want me to tell her?” Gia asked her. Jo nodded, seemingly grateful, like a weight was lifted from her chest.

After dinner, the smell of Dottie’s garlic bread lingered in the air. Frank and Cal stayed behind to help in the kitchen while Josie disappeared into her room, Douglas close at her heels. The dog curled up in the doorway, his big, dark eyes watching the hall. Gia stepped onto the Zureks’ back porch, the cool Havencrest air brushing her cheeks. The night hummed with quiet, distant traffic, the occasional call of a cardinal. Nico joined her a moment later, sliding his hands into his pockets as he leaned against the railing. “This is my favorite part of the week,” he said.

Gia glanced at him. “The food or the company?”

“Both. But mostly the company. Especially when it’s not me doing the dishes.” His grin was quick and boyish, but there was a comfort in it, something that spoke of years of shared dinners, inside jokes, and small routines that had quietly stitched their lives together.

She smiled. “I like that we always end up here. Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Sunday. Like clockwork.”

“Not just clockwork. Tradition,” Nico corrected, brushing his shoulder lightly against hers. “Even when life gets busy, this is the part that doesn’t change.”

From inside, they could hear Cal’s laugh rumble over Frank’s low voice, followed by the clatter of a dropped fork and Dottie’s good-natured scolding. Nico glanced toward the door, then back at Gia. “Ready to head home?”

“Yeah. I’ve got an early day tomorrow.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You driving?”
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Chapter 3: Hooked
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Hunter had learned early in his sentence that time moved differently in prison. It wasn’t the hours that mattered, but the patterns; the way people moved, spoke, ate, worked. The afternoon and night guard, Elijah Price, was no exception. He walked the same route every night, his boots clicking down the narrow corridor with a deliberate, heavy pace. Always two minutes late to the shift change. Always a coffee in hand, never more than half-gone before it went cold.

From his place in the cell, Hunter studied the man with the same careful attention he once gave Gia back home, tracking habits, noting flaws. Elijah was tall, maybe six foot two, with a build that hinted at strength gone slightly to age. Elijah wasn’t old, forty maybe.  His shoulders were broad, but the crispness of youth had given way to a slight slump, as though life had pressed a permanent weight there. His hazel eyes were tired, rimmed red from long nights and cheap coffee, and his light brown hair was cropped close but always needed a trim. There was a bitterness in the way he scanned the row of cells, less the watchfulness of a guard, more the dull resignation of a man doing a job he no longer cared about.

Hunter, on the other hand, was not what most imagined after hearing the word “inmate.” He’d kept his frame lean and strong through the daily grind of prison workouts, pushups in the cell and pull-ups on the yard bars. His hair had grown longer since his trial, brushing just over his ears, and a beard grew in over his sharp jawline. His eyes stayed cold and were the kind people avoided holding eye contact with for too long. Prison had stripped him of many things, but not his ability to appear composed, even dangerous, when he chose.

It was a Wednesday night when Elijah finally cracked the silence between them. “Long night,” he muttered, pausing just long enough to rest a forearm against the bars, his gaze sweeping the dim corridor. “Feels like they all are now.”

Hunter sat on the edge of his bunk, voice low and even. “That’s how it gets. One day bleeds into the next.”

A humorless chuckle escaped Elijah’s lips. “Tell me about it. Guess that’s what happens when you’ve got nowhere else to be.” He shifted his weight, his voice taking on the brittle edge of someone speaking before they could stop themselves. “Divorce’ll do that to you. It's been three months, and I still can’t figure out what to do with myself.”

Hunter let the words hang in the air for a moment, his expression unreadable. “I know what it’s like to lose everything,” he said finally. His tone carried just enough rawness to sound sincere. “Sometimes it’s not about what you did... but what someone decided you did.” Elijah’s eyes narrowed, not in suspicion, but in interest. He lingered a beat longer, the faintest crease appearing between his brows. Hunter didn’t push. He leaned back on his bunk, arms folded loosely, gaze drifting toward the ceiling as if the conversation were already over. He’d learned long ago that the first step in setting a snare was never to rush it. You had to let the other man feel like the door was opening on its own. 

Elijah didn’t mean to keep talking. It just started that way, one small complaint about his personal life that turned into another, and then another, until his voice filled the corridor like a leaking faucet. He lingered by the bars longer than policy allowed, shoulders hunched as if braced against some still, cold wind. Hunter watched him, cataloguing the way Elijah rubbed the back of his neck when he spoke, the habitual rise of one shoulder when a memory cut too close. The guard’s words tumbled out in fits and starts. He spoke about the divorce in blunt fragments, about toothbrushes in a cabinet that he'd had to throw away, about a voicemail from an ex he could not bring himself to delete. He said he did not know what to do with the empty hours, how his apartment was too quiet, how he had once been a man people depended on and now he worried he was becoming invisible.

“I get it, man... I’ve been there too,” Hunter said softly, keeping his tone even enough to sound like companionship rather than strategy. He watched Elijah’s jaw work as the guard took that in, then continued. “There are ways to fill the time, though. Find a small project. Teach somebody something.” Hunter made the suggestion like a passing thought, casual enough to be harmless and specific enough to be useful.

Elijah blinked, then spilled more. He admitted he had tried going to the gym at odd hours, he admitted he had drunk more coffee than he needed, he admitted he sometimes walked the neighborhoods near the river just to feel like he had a purpose. He confessed he missed his daughter in ways that made his throat close. He told Hunter about how his ex had left with his daughter and the dog. The admissions kept coming because he had no one else to ease the weight of them. Words, once freed, kept tumbling out because confessing felt better than holding the pressure in. And Hunter let him. He fed small, precise responses into the conversation, an anecdote here, a sympathetic nod there, always careful to show humility rather than domination. “I used to take long drives,” Hunter said at one point. “Cleared my head. People would see a different side of me after.” He did not mention what he had done. He said only enough to be familiar and to mirror Elijah’s loneliness.

Elijah thanked him before he could stop himself. “It helps to talk to someone,” he said, voice low. “I don’t really get much of that shit.” He ran a hand across his face. For the first time, he sounded younger than his years, as if the burden of responsibility had knocked some of the rust out of him.

“You can talk to me,” Hunter answered. The invitation was simple. It was not meant to be kind. It was a hook presented as relief. And Elijah lingered a little longer that night than usual. He walked away slower, shoulders still rounded, his coffee long gone cold. Hunter watched him go with a patient, unreadable expression. When the footsteps faded, Hunter smiled inside the cell. He had not forced anything. He had not begged or promised. He had only been there, steady and calm, when a man who did not know how to stop needed someone to listen.

Later, when the lights clicked out and the corridor settled into the soft, mechanical breathing of the prison, Hunter sat alone in the dark and began to plan. He would give Elijah something to do, and Elijah would be grateful. That gratitude would be the kind of key that opened one locked thing to reveal another. He let the thought sit with him like a warm stone. It was small. It was patient. It would work.
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Chapter 4: Fresh Tracks
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Dottie was just setting a plate of sliced apples, cheese cubes, and a small bowl of strawberries on the counter when a knock came at the door. She wiped her hands on her apron and opened it to find a woman in her mid-thirties standing with a girl that looked about Josie’s age. The woman had tired eyes but a polite smile, her hair pulled back neatly as if she’d tried to smooth the day away before coming.

“Hi, I’m Rebecca, Christina’s mom,” she said warmly, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you both, my name is Dorothy.” Dottie replied with her usual motherly charm. “Josie’s been talking about this all week, come in, Christina.”

Christina, a petite girl with dark brown hair and bright brown eyes, beamed up at her. “Hi ma’am, thank you.” She stepped into the house shyly. 

Dottie turned to Rebecca. “I’ll have them in bed at a decent hour, well... as decent as a sleepover allows.”

Rebecca laughed, the sound carrying just a hint of weariness. “Thank you. I really appreciate you having her. Just give me a call whenever it’s time for her to come home tomorrow.”

Once Rebecca waved goodbye and drove off, Josie came bouncing into the kitchen, already in her pajama shorts despite the sun still being up. “Grammy, you made snacks?” she asked hopefully.

“Of course I did,” Dottie said, sliding the plate toward them. “Christina, help yourself, honey. There’s more strawberries in the fridge if you like them.”

“They’re my favorite,” Christina said, picking one up with a shy smile.

Josie grabbed a few cheese cubes, then motioned toward the hallway. “Come on, we have a whole plan for tonight.” The girls filled mini plates with fruit and cheese before they walked toward Josie’s bedroom, just a few steps down the hall from the kitchen. Christina paused at the window, setting the plate on Josie’s desk. She touched the extra deadbolt lock at the top frame, brow furrowed.

“Why do you have two locks on your window?” she asked curiously.

Josie froze for a second, the question stirring up memories she didn’t want to explain. “Uh... it’s just... my papa’s really protective,” she mumbled, glancing away.

Christina nodded, apparently satisfied, and plopped down on the bed. “Okay. So what’s first?”

Josie forced a smile, embarrassed at the heat rising in her cheeks, and reached for the plate of snacks. “Movies,” she said quickly. “Definitely movies.”

Christina picked up an apple slice but didn’t eat it right away. “So... Do you have locks like that on the other windows too?”

Josie hesitated. “Um... well no, just that one.”

Christina tilted her head. “Doesn’t that make it hard to open if it’s hot out?”

“I don’t... really open it,” Josie admitted, fiddling with the corner of her blanket.

Christina nibbled her apple slice, still looking curious. “So... did something happen? Or is it just, like... your family’s thing?”

Josie felt her shoulders tense. “It’s just... a thing. My papa likes to be careful,” she said, her voice soft but final.

Christina seemed to pick up on the change in tone and let the subject drop, turning instead to grin and grab the TV remote. “Okay, movies it is. But we’re starting with the one I brought, it’s waaayy scarier than what you picked.”

Josie groaned dramatically, relieved to change the subject. “Fine, but if I have a nightmare tonight, that’s on you.” They turned off the bedroom light and started the movie on Webflicks on Jo’s small TV in the corner of her room. A few movies later, Dottie called out, “Girls, Gia’s coming in the morning. She’ll have breakfast with you and then take you both to the nail salon. So get some rest, you’ll want your energy!”

Josie’s eyes lit up. “Nails! I can’t wait.”

Christina smiled, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “That sounds like fun.” The girls settled in, their chatter growing softer as the night went on, but the excitement about tomorrow lingered in the air.  Up the hall, Josie and Christina lay side by side on the bed, the soft glow from the small nightlight casting long shadows across the room. Their whispered laughter floated like a secret melody, a quiet refuge from the world outside. Christina shifted closer, her voice low but steady. “My mom told me a little about you before I came. She said you lived somewhere really scary before. That there was a man who wasn’t nice and you had to be really careful all the time.”

Josie’s fingers tightened around the edge of the blanket, her gaze dropping to the soft fabric beneath her hands. Her voice trembled just slightly as she spoke. “Yeah... it was like that. Like I was always waiting for something bad to happen.”

Christina’s eyes searched Josie’s face, full of concern but also something fierce, a promise that she was there now, safe and on Josie’s side. “Did he ever hurt you?”

Josie shook her head quickly, biting her lip to hold back a shiver. “No. Not like that.” Her voice grew firmer, though a shadow still flickered behind her eyes. “But it was scary. Every day was different. Sometimes it was fine but sometimes not. And like... if I made one wrong move, everything would fall apart.”

Christina reached out, gently brushing a stray curl from Josie’s forehead. “That sounds really horrible.”

Josie nodded, swallowing hard. “It was. I didn’t tell anyone. I thought if I did, it would just make things worse.”

A long silence settled between them, heavy but safe. Then Christina smiled softly, her voice warm with hope. “Well, you’re not alone anymore. I’m glad you don’t have to be scared here. Sorry that I made you watch a scary movie.”

Josie returned the smile, a small light flickering in her eyes. “It’s okay. I know that stuff is fake anyways.” Their whispered conversation faded into the quiet night, two friends bound by unspoken understanding and the fragile hope of new beginnings.
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Chapter 5: Deer in the Headlights

[image: ]




The dental office hummed with the usual mid-morning rhythm: muted conversations, the sharp scrape of dental tools, and the distant buzz of the waiting room’s soft music. It was a place where calm should prevail, but in an instant, that fragile peace shattered. A metal instrument tray crashed to the floor, the clatter cutting sharply through the air. The sound struck Gia like a physical blow. Her chest tightened fiercely, breath caught in her throat, and the sterile white walls seemed to close in, shrinking the room around her. She stood frozen, a dental scaler still grasped tightly in one hand. Her vision narrowed, the edges of everything blurring as a crushing wave of panic swelled inside. The patient’s voice faded to a distant hum. Her ears rang, drowning out all other sounds except the thunderous pounding of her own heart. For a terrifying moment, she was transported back to darker days, when she was helpless and trapped, unable to escape the invisible walls closing in on her. The tremble in her hands spread through her limbs, and she stepped back, gripping the countertop to anchor herself as the room spun gently.

From beside her, Dr. Liu appeared quietly, her presence soft but grounding. Concern crept into her eyes as she placed a gentle hand on Gia’s shoulder. “Gia,” she said softly, voice steady and kind. “It’s almost lunchtime. Why don’t you take a break? Step outside. Get some fresh air.”

Gia swallowed, cheeks burning hot with the sting of tears she was desperate to hold back. “I... I’m fine,” she whispered, voice barely audible, cracking on the last word.

Dr. Liu shook her head slightly. “No need to push yourself. I’ll finish here. Please, go take your lunch.”

Her words carried no judgment or pity, only understanding. Gia gave a hesitant nod and slipped through the doorway into the quieter hallway. The sterile smell of antiseptic followed her as she made her way toward the back exit. Her breaths came quick and shallow, a tremor running through her body. Tears escaped before she could clamp down on them, trailing warm tracks down her cheeks. Her hands shook uncontrollably as she pulled out her phone, fingers fumbling to dial the number. She hadn’t needed to call like this in years. Nico answered on the first ring, his voice a steady anchor in the storm. “Gia? What’s wrong?”

“I’m scared,” she admitted, voice cracking under the weight of raw emotion. “Please... can you come? I don’t want to be alone right now. I’m scared.”

“I’m on my way,” he promised immediately. “Hold on for me, okay?” Nico was already nearby, just two blocks away, conveniently already on his lunch break. As he crossed the sunlit streets of Redwood Harbor, the familiar sounds of the neighborhood, birds chirping, leaves rustling, contrasted with the knot of worry tightening in his chest. Gia’s voice was small, trembling with fear and tears. She had been fiercely independent since Hunter’s arrest, never once asking for help like this. This plea broke through the walls she’d built, and it shattered something inside him. Urgency propelled his steps as he scanned the streets, though he knew the danger wasn’t outside but inside Gia’s mind. This was a battle few could see, one he was determined to fight alongside her. “I’m almost there, Gia,” he said softly, voice calm despite the turmoil he felt. “I’ll be there soon, okay?” He ended the call just as he reached the front doors of the dental clinic.

The front doors of the practice swung open just as Jenna, the afternoon receptionist, smiled from behind her desk. She knew Nico well, she was an old high school classmate of his and a familiar face from all the times he picked Gia up after work.

“Hey, Nicolas! What brings you-” Jenna began, but he cut her off, urgency sharpening his voice.

“Where’s Gia? Sorry, it’s just urgent.”

Jenna’s smile faded as she understood. Most of Redwood Harbor knew Gia’s story, and the community’s compassion ran deep. “Take this hallway, she should be in room four.”

As Nico hurried down the hall, Dr. Liu emerged from treatment room four, still gloved and wiping her hands on a towel. She caught sight of the worry on his face and paused. “She’s outside, taking a breather,” Dr. Liu said quietly. “There was a loud noise during the procedure. I told her to step out for a few minutes.”

Nico exhaled, grateful for the small relief. “Thank you for looking out for her. She’s strong, but sometimes...” His voice trailed off.

Dr. Liu offered a warm smile. “She’s doing so much better now than when she first started here. We love Gia. You make sure she knows I’m not upset with her, okay?”

Nico nodded, steeling himself, and pushed open the back door. Outside, the sun was warmer, but Gia’s tears glistened in the light as they streamed down her cheeks. She stood trembling, vulnerable and raw. “Hey... my love...” he murmured, rushing to her side. He wrapped his arms around her tightly. “Hey, baby. You’re okay. You’re safe.” He rubbed soothing circles on her back, holding the back of her head against his chest. Gia trembled, the knot of terror inside her slowly loosening in the safety of his embrace. Her breath hitched between sobs as she buried her face in his shirt. “It’s okay,” he whispered, rocking her gently. “You’re not alone. I’m right here.”

Her fingers gripped the fabric of his shirt as if holding onto a lifeline. “I thought I had it under control today,” she panted, breaths panicky and uncontrolled. “But then that noise... Dr. Liu had to finish the procedure. I can’t lose this job.”

Nico kissed the crown of her head. “It’s okay to be scared. You don’t have to be perfect. Dr. Liu isn’t upset with you, Gia. It’s okay. Just breathe, my girl.” He counted slowly, softly, helping her steady her breathing. Tears still slipped down her cheeks, but her shaking began to subside. Her fingers relaxed their grip on his shirt, curling instead into a soft, tired hold. The panic, fierce a moment ago, was now a dull ache, a ghost that was slowly retreating. Slowly, the tension in her shoulders eased. Her breathing matched his counting, rhythmic and even. 
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