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    To the survivors whose courage shines brighter than any darkness, whose voices deserve to be heard, and whose stories remind us all of the strength it takes to heal, to rise, and to reclaim life. 

To those who stand beside them offering love, support, and unwavering hope, your presence is the light that guides the way. 

May this story honor your journey and inspire the world to listen with compassion.
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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: The Snare
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"As always..." Dr. Zurek grinned as he handed Virginia her assignment. He nodded and moved on to the next student. He had a quiet voice, one that didn’t command attention but invited honesty. The kind of voice that made you want to sit down and stay awhile. He dressed in soft sweaters and faded suit pants, clothes that smelled faintly of mahogany. There was a steadiness about him. One that made students trust him, even if they couldn’t explain why. He asked the kinds of questions that made people stop mid-sentence and think twice. Gia looked down at her test. 54/54. Of course, she wasn’t surprised. Another 100%, another confirmation of all the studying she’d done. Gia was small, sure, but there was nothing soft about her. The oversized hoodie she wore wasn’t to disappear into, it was armor. Her jaw stayed set, her eyes alert and unblinking, like she was constantly measuring exits and threats. She kept her shoulders squared even when her hands trembled. There were signs, if you knew what to look for... a healing cut near her collarbone, bruises just out of sight... but her gaze dared you to ask. Gia didn’t break. She endured. Quietly. Fiercely. She kept her head down most of the time, her blonde curls half-tangled around her face. She stood up and walked toward the door, then turned to flash Dr. Zurek a smile. She really liked Dr. Zurek. He was her favorite professor at Blue River Community College. He nodded her out, and she stepped outside to find Hunter waiting by the door to the math and science building.

"Hey, sugar." Hunter grinned and took her hand. Hunter Maddox was clean-cut, always. Too clean. His short hair never had a strand out of place, his shoes always shined like he was waiting to be admired. There was a chill behind his smile, something careful, calculated. When he looked at you, it wasn’t to see you. It was to see what he could do with you. His posture said control, down to the way he stood slightly behind you instead of next to you. He smelled like expensive cologne and cigarettes, something sharp that lingered after he left a room.

Gia smiled back, trying to keep it casual. "How’s your day been?"

He shrugged, his smile faltering as he led her silently to his pickup truck, in the back in the student lot. Once they reached it, he suddenly pushed her roughly against the passenger door, pressing his chapped lips against hers. His long, calloused fingers traced her jawbone, but she kept her arms rigid by her sides, barely participating. She wasn’t happy about this. Not at all.

He pulled away, breath heavy. “Kiss me right.”

She looked around the parking lot, her gaze locking with Dr. Zurek’s. He was talking to another student, but his eyes briefly met Gia’s. Her stomach dropped. Hunter noticed her gaze and, without saying a word, turned her head roughly and kissed her again, more forcefully this time, desperate to get a rise out of her. But it wasn’t going to happen. She could feel her cheeks burn as she pushed him away, climbing into the truck before he could try again. He slid into the driver's seat, grumbling under his breath, and started the engine, speeding down Knowledge Parkway.

“What’s wrong with you?” he growled, gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles went white.

She searched for an excuse, anything to smooth things over. "I’m sorry, babe. Josephine is having problems with a girl on the bus. Maybe we could pick her up on the way home?" Hunter let out a long, almost exaggerated sigh and turned into Ashford Springs Elementary School’s driveway. "I’ll go in," she whispered.

She smiled at him and gave a sweet wave, trying to keep the peace as she walked into the school. The receptionist greeted her, and she made her way to the restroom. The space was smaller than she remembered. Small sinks and soap dispensers. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror. There were dark bags under her eyes and her makeup that had started to smudge. She dabbed her eyes with her sleeve, but a tear slipped down her cheek anyway. She quickly wiped it away, not wanting to mess up her concealer any further.

Back in the office, after waiting for a few minutes, Gia saw Jo skipping toward her, her toothy grin showing the empty spot where her front tooth used to be. Josephine bounced when she walked, like her feet could never quite settle on the ground. Her blonde hair fell in soft waves that framed her rosy cheeks, the exact shade her mom’s used to when she laughed. She looked so much like Caroline it sometimes hurt to look at her too long. Jo was the kind of kid who colored inside the lines because the rules made her feel safe. She played quietly, politely, always careful not to make a mess, and she lit up over the smallest things; spelling tests, library books, hot lunches. Every day after school, she’d burst through the door with a story on her tongue, ready to tell Gia everything. There was something beautifully uncomplicated about her. Even after everything, Jo remained mostly carefree, as if the world hadn’t quite managed to touch her yet. When Jo clamored through the door to the main office, Gia swept her up in her arms, spinning her around. “Let’s get out of here, yeah?”

"Yes!" She giggled, chattering about her day as they walked hand in hand back to Hunter’s truck. He greeted Jo with his usual mask of cheer, a performance he always put on for her. She sometimes wondered if it was because he thought she might keep him around as a father figure for Jo.

Hunter didn’t let the facade slip for long. As they got into the truck, he casually remarked, “You know, Jo, your big sis isn’t treating me very nicely today.”

She shot him a quick, sharp look in the rearview mirror. “He’s just being silly, Jo. Of course I’m being nice.”

The drive back to their small apartment was short. When their mom died, Hunter moved Jo and Gia into Ashford Circle Apartments just next door to her childhood home where the three of them lived years ago, before their mom died in that tragic accident. It was close enough to have memories of their old home but not so much house to upkeep. The 2 bedroom apartment was plenty for Jo and Gia. Hunter helped her budget her inheritance from mom. He keeps it in an account with both of their names on it. There is a card with Hunter’s name on it that Gia can use when he tells her to. The apartment is in his name since she was too young to get one herself at seventeen. But, he didn’t always stay there with them. He spent a lot of time visiting his mother at her house too.

Gia remembered the scent of her mom’s cherry-scented lotion, the way she’d hum softly as she tucked her in at night. Sometimes, she can still feel the warmth of her mother’s hand on her cheek, brushing away her hair like she used to when she was little. She was her safe place, her rock, always there with a cup of tea and a soft smile when she needed her the most. But she was gone. A car accident when she was just a teenager. Josephine was only a year old. The lawyers said it was a miracle no one else was hurt when her car hit a tree. Sometimes, though, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t really an accident. Mom wasn’t doing great being postpartum after Jo was born. There were days when she couldn’t stop asking herself if she had meant to take her life. What if she could’ve told her not to go out that day? What if she had just asked her to stay home? Maybe then she wouldn’t have had to bury her too soon. But the answers never came, and maybe she didn’t want them to. Some truths are too heavy to face. It pained her to see her old home every day as they parked in the lot just a few hundred feet from the house on Ashford Circle Drive that she used to call her own.

As they hopped down from Hunter’s truck and walked towards their small apartment, Hunter held her hand gently and asked Jo about her day. Jo skipped alongside us, telling Hunter about her friend Katie’s plans to build a blanket fort with her brother after school. Approaching the door, Hunter stopped and lit a cigarette. She put her key into the lock and opened the door. “Last one to the couch is a rotten egg!" Jo yelled over her shoulder, her voice bubbling with excitement.

"Hey, wait for me!" she laughed, tossing her bag onto the kitchen counter before sprinting after her.

Jo was always faster than Gia, her small legs a blur as she shot down the hallway toward the living room. But Gia had the advantage. She was older and could plan her strategy better. With a sly grin, she dove to the left, slipping into the living room from the side.

Jo, blissfully unaware, was halfway across the room when she made her move. She pounced, tackling her in a bear hug and knocking her onto the couch with a dramatic thud.

“I win! I win!” she declared, lying on top of her and giving her a gentle squeeze.

Jo squealed, wriggling beneath Gia, her tiny arms pushing at her chest. "No fair! You cheated, Gia!" she giggled, but her eyes sparkled with pure mischief.

“Oh, I definitely didn’t cheat. You were too slow, kiddo,” She teased, rolling off of her and sitting beside her on the couch.

She sat up and threw her arms around her neck, pulling her into a tight hug. "You're the best big sissy in the whole wide world," she said, her voice muffled against her shoulder.

Gia squeezed her back, planting a kiss on her messy head of brown hair. Jo pulled away, but without missing a beat, she leaned in and whispered, “Can you maybe help me with her math homework later? I don't get the numbers that go like this." She waved her arms in a spiral, as if the numbers were swirling around her.

She chuckled, giving her a playful shove. "Deal. Why don’t you go play for a little while and then we’ll take a look at your math." We both laughed, the sound echoing through the apartment. She nodded and ran off to her room. For a moment, everything felt right, like the world outside couldn’t touch us. It was just her and Jo, and that’s all they ever needed.

Just then, Hunter came into the apartment and the smell of smoke floated inside behind him. She glanced nervously at Hunter, trying to gauge what kind of mood he was in. He smirked and nodded toward the futon. He wanted sex, just like he did almost every day before dinner. He didn’t care if Jo came out of her room. But, she did. She swallowed, walking over to him.

“Oh, baby, I’ve had the worst day. Can I just make dinner and relax?” She tried to keep her voice calm.

He grimaced, clearly unimpressed. “What’s for dinner?”

She bit her lip, trying to make a quick decision. "I thought we could have that frozen pizza you love?” He nodded. “I aced that test you helped me study for."

“Good,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. He placed his hands on her waist, pulling her closer. She had to stifle the instinct to pull away. He reached for his phone. “I’ll have Cecilia take Jo to dinner and then to the park for the evening. You can rest.” she nodded, silently agreeing as he dialed the sitter. 

“Cecilia’s on her way,” he said. A smile crept onto her face. She was grateful for his sporadic kindness. “I’ll go check on Jo.” Soon, Jo came bouncing down the hall next to Hunter not far behind her. She was eager for Cecilia to arrive and take her out for dinner. She smiled, letting a calm feeling wash over me. Hunter glanced at Jo and then back at me. “You’re a good sister, Gia. Don’t forget that.”

She felt a sentimental lump form in the back of her throat and her eyes glistened with tears. It wasn’t often that Hunter complimented her anymore. "I won’t forget."
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Chapter 2: Breaking Cover
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The door shut with a soft click as Jo left with Cecilia. She could hear Hunter's voice wishing the girls well as they walked away from the apartment building. He came back into the living room and yanked the curtains closed. “Tell me what was so horrible about your day, huh?” she froze.

She smiled weakly, hiding the fear. “Never mind, babe. It was fine. I had a lovely day.”

Hunter shoved her back against the wall, his grip firm against her arms. She forced herself to stay still, knowing it would be worse if she fought back. His voice became colder than ever. “You haven’t given me proper love in days. You really thought I was going to just let you rest?” He pushed her down onto the futon couch behind us. His hands were rough as he grabbed her body, forcing it into different positions. She let her body go numb, while her mind screamed for escape. A tear rolled down her cheek, but she wiped it away quickly, not wanting him to see.

When he was finished, he left her there and made his way to the bathroom. She pulled her clothes back on, wiped the fresh tears away, and went to the kitchen to get the pizza started in the oven. She set the timer and splashed cold water on her face, trying to erase the horror of the moment. Something was different this time. There was no tenderness, no fake reassurance. He didn’t even look at her when he returned from the shower. His presence was just... there. Empty. She served him dinner in silence. He barely acknowledged it. She forced a smile. “How was your shower?”

"Shut up, Virginia," he snapped, cracking open a beer. He cussed as he realized there were only three left in the refrigerator. He slid a fifty-dollar bill across the table. “Go get me a twelve-pack. You know what I like.”

She took the money, grabbed her purse and left, trying to hold herself together. It was a three mile walk to the grocery store. Hunter would be upset with her if it took longer than two hours but her legs couldn’t help but move slowly. The streets felt endless as she walked to the store, the weight of the day pressing down on her shoulders, her mind kept returning to one thought. Escape. She wasn’t sure when it had first crept into her head. Whether it had been after what happened again tonight with Hunter, or maybe it was something she had felt for months, quietly simmering under the surface. But now, it was impossible to ignore. She wasn’t naive. She knew what Hunter was capable of. She’d seen it all; the sweet words that turned into venomous accusations, the hugs that could twist into hands that held her too tight. She had told herself for a long time that she could handle it, that she could keep the peace, keep the balance. She thought she could protect her baby sister, and keep the illusion of a happy life, just for her. But the more she tried to ignore the truth, the more it clawed at her. It wasn’t just the physical pain, though that was enough to make her skin crawl. It was the way he had twisted her thoughts, making her question everything she believed. He told her she was the problem. ‘Am I?’ She thought. The accusation never came with an answer, just a whisper, a seed planted, growing into doubt. Slowly, day by day, she started to believe that maybe he was right. But tonight, as she dragged her feet on the cement, she realized something. She wanted out. She didn’t know how it would happen, or when. But she had made up her mind. She couldn’t live like this anymore. She couldn’t keep pretending that this was love when every time he touched her, it felt like something was being taken away. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. Leaving him would be hard, maybe the hardest thing she’d ever do. He would get angry. He would make promises to change, to be better. But deep down, she knew those promises were just words. They always were. She couldn’t keep pretending that his apologies would heal the wounds he left behind. For the first time in a long time, she felt something stirring deep inside of her. Something fierce, something determined. She had to leave. For herself. For Jo. The thought of what was ahead terrified her, but it also ignited a spark of hope she hadn’t felt in so long. A life without the constant fear, without the dread of what Hunter might do next. A life where she didn’t have to hide who she really was. A life where she could-

“Hey, Virginia, wait.” she jumped, startled by the sudden interruption to her thoughts. It was Dr. Zurek with a familiar looking woman in the passenger seat. “Hey there!” His voice was calm and inviting. “Need a ride?”

She hesitated for a moment before nodding and climbing into the back seat. "Thank you, I really appreciate it." He quickly introduced her to his wife, Dorothy. She was a sweet lady with the voice of an angel. 

“Where to?” Dr. Zurek asked, glancing over at her with a gentle smile.

“Dave’s Grocery,” she mumbled.

He raised an eyebrow. “You were walking to Dave’s? Isn’t it a bit far?”

She forced a smile. "Good exercise." The couple chuckled. We made small talk during the short drive. For a few moments, she didn’t feel like she was drowning in her own misery. She didn’t realize how much she missed being treated like a person until Dr. Zurek and his wife spoke to her. His offer of a ride wasn’t just about transportation. It reminded her that someone could show her kindness without expecting anything in return. For the first time in a long time, she felt seen. When they arrived at the store, she quickly grabbed a case of Guinness, a pack of strawberries, tampons, and hydrocortisone cream.  She was grateful that they had a twelve-pack of Guinness in stock so she didn’t have to go across the parking lot to The Springs Bottle & Brew. 

“She’s shyer than I remember,” Dorothy said softly beside Dr. Zurek, sipping tea from the thermos she always carried. Her tone wasn’t judgmental, just observant, caring, the way Dorothy always was. “She’d just lost her mother. She was what... seventeen? And trying to hold Josie’s whole world together with applesauce and caffeine.” Dorothy gave a soft chuckle. “And that baby was something.” They both went quiet again, watching the automatic doors open and close, open and close. 

Dr. Zurek didn’t answer right away. “She’s a smart young woman.” He said finally. Dorothy sighed, long and low. “She deserves peace.” They both looked up as Gia reappeared, juggling a paper bag and her apartment keys. She forced another smile as she saw Dr. Zurek’s car was just outside of the automatic doors, windows rolled down. “Thank you again for the ride.” she waved.

“No problem,” he said, returning her smile. “I have to go past where you were coming from to get home. Let us give you a lift home too?” she nodded, grateful for the kindness, but hesitant. She didn’t want Hunter to know. The Zureks didn’t really have to turn around towards Gia’s apartment but they did anyway. Dr. Zurek knew that Virginia didn’t remember him and his wife. She was going through a traumatic time then. She didn’t even realize that Dr. Zurek drove right to her apartment without even asking where it was.

Back at the apartment, Gia slipped inside, quietly carrying the groceries. Hunter was waiting near the kitchen window, his eyes narrowing when he saw her. “Who was that?” His voice was low, dangerous. "What else did you buy, Virginia?"

“Just some tampons and fruit, Hunter. This morning, Jo was asking-"

"Who were you with?"

“It was Dr. Zurek. From school. And his wife. They saw me leaving Dave’s and offered me a ride home.” My voice was small. “They said it was too long of a walk...”

He glared at me, snatching the beer and storming to the living room. He huffed, “Don’t do it again, understand?” She nodded, keeping her head down as she put the groceries away, hiding the hydrocortisone behind the box of tampons. Hunter remembered the couple. And he didn’t want them near Gia or Jo. Hunter always made sure Gia knew that everything she had came from him. The money, the things they had in the apartment, even the food on their table. He made it clear that none of it would be possible without his ‘generosity.’ She needed the ointment for the wound he had left on her arm a few days ago. She knew he wouldn’t have allowed her to buy it if she asked. Every time she asked for something, whether it was groceries, a new pair of shoes, or a little trinket for Jo, Hunter would ‘allow’ her to buy it, but always with a heavy price. “If you want anything, you better learn to ask me first,” he’d say. “Don’t think you’re just gonna run off and make decisions on your own.” She knew what he meant. She had no say in their finances even when a lot of the money was technically hers. She couldn’t even go to the bank without asking for his permission. Any time she tried to put a little money aside, Hunter was quick to remind her how much he worked for us and that any money she had from her inheritance was his, too. "You're lucky I let you have what you do," he would say, making her feel small for even thinking she could spend money without his approval.

“Give me your phone,” he commanded, his voice low and controlled. She handed it over without a word, her stomach twisting. Hunter’s method of ‘checking in’ involved swiping her phone like it was some kind of treasure map. She half expected him to start muttering about hidden gems and ancient secrets. He scrolled through it quickly, almost too quickly, before locking it and shoving it into his pocket. My heart beat faster as she watched him, waiting for the next move, dreading what might come next. Then, his face relaxed into a grin, the kind of smile that made her skin crawl yet somehow still made her feel small, like a child desperate for approval. “I’m proud of you, V. You’re so smart,” he said, his voice soft now. He kissed her on the forehead, and the stale scent of alcohol hit her nose. “You’re beautiful, Virginia Rose.”

She felt the words slide over her like syrup; sweet, but suffocating, sticky in her chest. She didn't know how to respond. Her body instinctively relaxed into his, even though everything inside her screamed to pull away. His hands, so gentle one moment, had no right to feel comforting.

Her thoughts clashed against each other, confusing her more with each passing second. How could he treat her so horrifically one moment, and then, like the flip of a switch, act like nothing ever happened? How could he go from being cold, controlling, and cruel to suddenly acting like the caring boyfriend she hoped and dreamed of?

“I’m staying here tonight. Josie is staying at Cecilia’s, they’re going to build a blanket fort,” he said casually, as though he hadn’t just invaded her privacy and made her feel small.

“Okay,” she whispered, saddened by the thought of Josephine being away for another night. She loved Cecilia, don’t get her wrong, she just missed her baby sister.

Hunter pulled her into the bed next to him, his hands too rough, too sure of themselves, and she let him. She let him pull her close, feeling his warmth, but also the heaviness of his control. She had to let him have his way. It was easier than the alternative, and she was so tired. His sweetness felt so fake in the face of everything else he had done. She knew it, but she didn’t know how to stop herself from craving it, from wishing it were real. How could someone be so kind in one breath and so terrifying in the next? How could she want him and hate him at the same time? A part of her was still desperately holding onto the idea of a future where he could be that sweet, loving person. But the other part, the part that knew better, knew that the sweetness was just a mask for the terrible man underneath. 

She startled awake early the next morning. The room was quiet, except for the faint sound of birds chirping outside the window. For a moment, she just lay there, blinking at the ceiling, trying to pull herself into the present. She turned her head slowly, checking to see if Hunter was awake yet. He wasn’t. He was still asleep, his breathing deep and steady. The quiet of the room felt different somehow, almost too peaceful. Too empty.
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Chapter 3: The Blind

[image: ]




She rolled over and reached for her phone, hoping to distract herself from the heaviness in the pit of her stomach. The screen lit up with notifications. Emails from school, messages from friends she hadn’t talked to in weeks. She misses her friends, she thought for the millionth time. She hadn’t spoken to them in years. They’d warned her about Hunter, said something seemed off about him, but I’d brushed it off. How could she admit to them now that they were right? She was so ashamed that she had let it get this far. She slid out from beneath his arm and made her way to the bathroom, trying to avoid waking him. She splashed cold water on her face, staring at her reflection in the mirror. The girl looking back at her seemed like a stranger. Tired eyes, messy hair, and an expression that screamed exhaustion. She rubbed concealer under her eyes with her fingers to hide the dark circles forming there.

She pulled on her hoodie, grabbed her backpack, and prepared to leave the house. Maybe a change of scenery would help, even if just for a few hours. She froze when she heard Hunter’s voice bellowing from behind me. “Virginia.” She turned around and forced a smile on her lips. “Where do you think you’re going?” she dropped her head. “Your class doesn’t start for another two hours and you made me get up early just to remind you. Now I have a splitting headache. There is nothing here to eat. The pain pills aren’t where I left them.” She let a small sigh leave her lips, heading towards the medicine cabinet in the kitchen. She pulled out the small bottle of Advil from the same spot it always is. 

“I need to go to the store but...” Her voice trailed off. Hunter knew she couldn’t afford to get groceries without his card or some cash. He wouldn’t let her get a job. 

He didn’t look at her. “You don’t need to go anywhere.”

“I was just going to go before class starts, I’ll have enough time to-” That was when he looked at her. His eyes were slow to move, like he was savoring the weight of turning toward her. He set his phone down and stood.

“Why do you need to leave the house so badly?” he asked, stepping closer.

Her grip on the kitchen counter tightened. “I just... thought I’d get a few things...”

Hunter stopped in front of her, too close. “Don’t lie to me, Gia. You think I don’t know what you’re doing?” His voice was low, cold. “You’re getting bored, right? That’s what this is? You want attention from someone else. Maybe someone at the store will look at you the way I used to.”

“No,” she whispered. “It’s not like that.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Then, swiftly, he grabbed the house keys from her hand and slammed them onto the counter. She flinched.

“You don’t go anywhere unless I say,” he said, leaning in, his voice like ice. “You don’t talk to anyone unless I say. And if you ever try to leave me, even once, I swear to God, Gia...” He leaned in closer, his lips nearly brushing her ear. “I wonder whose body they’d find first. Yours... or Josie’s...” Her blood turned to static. Her breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t even blink.

Then he stepped back, as if nothing had happened, and sat on the couch. “Guess we’ll just have toast for breakfast,” he said, picking up his phone again. And just like that, the conversation was over. Eventually, Hunter got dressed and started out the door. “Let’s go, Virginia.” He barked. She was never late to class. Hunter kept up his image to her school. Paid all of the tuition bills early, made friendly conversation with her advisor, and waved kindly to teachers in the parking lot. 

When she got to class, she sat at her usual desk in the back of the classroom, staring at the notes in front of her, but her mind was elsewhere. The words on the page blurred as she thought about the chaos at home. Hunter’s cold, controlling behavior had been getting worse lately. The memory of his sharp words from this morning wouldn’t leave her. His demands, his cold stare. Everything about him felt suffocating, like she was drowning in his expectations. She thought about Josephine. Her sweet, innocent smile was one of the only things that made her happy nowadays. She wished she could stay young forever and avoid the version of Hunter she has come to know. She needed to get away from him before that happened.

The professor’s voice sounded far away, like she was hearing it underwater. It took a moment to realize he was saying her name and it yanked her back to reality. "Virginia, are you with us?" he asked, his tone slightly amused but also concerned.

She blinked, startled. The room had gone quiet, and all eyes were on me. She could feel her cheeks heat as she cleared her throat. "Sorry," she mumbled, quickly looking down at her notebook. She’d been daydreaming again, lost in her thoughts as a way to escape the noise inside her head. But it felt impossible to find peace when every day was filled with the weight of her responsibilities at home.

He gave her a small nod, but she could feel his eyes lingering on me. “Alright, just make sure you’re staying engaged. This is important.” She nodded, though the words felt hollow. ‘Everything feels important, but nothing is getting better,’ she thought bitterly. She tried to focus on the lecture again, but it was no use. The complex terms and systems they were learning about; organ functions, cellular processes, and more; seemed distant, almost irrelevant. She couldn't stop thinking about Hunter. 

A soft voice pulled her from her thoughts. "Hey, you okay?" Nicolas asked, his tone calm, almost knowing. He was the classmate who had been sitting next to her for weeks now, always quiet but friendly, paying more attention to the material than to small talk. She appreciated that about him. Nico had the kind of smile that could shift the whole room. Big, bright, unfiltered. It was the first thing most people noticed and usually the last thing they forgot. His skin stayed tanned year-round, a warm golden tone that came naturally. Dark hair, trimmed short on the sides and longer on top, gave him a put-together look that still felt effortless. His eyebrows never quite stayed in place, and the stubble along his jaw added a rough edge to an otherwise gentle face. His shirts always clung to him, catching at the lines of his abs and arms like they were tailored just for him. His ears stuck out a little more than most, but it only made him more memorable, more real. What people didn’t always notice right away was his softness. He was kind, the kind of man who made space for people, who paid attention when you didn’t think anyone was looking. There was a quiet sadness behind his eyes, something he didn’t talk about, something he carried well. He’d been through things, but he didn’t let it define him. 

"Yeah," she said, forcing a smile. "Just... a lot on my mind."

Nicolas raised an eyebrow, but didn’t push further. “I get it. Physiology can be intense sometimes. Are you doing alright, though?”

She nodded slowly. "Trying to keep up, but it's a lot to take in."

Nicolas smiled softly, a small, reassuring smile. “I get it. If you need help or just a study buddy, I’m here. No judgment.”

She felt a flicker of warmth at his offer. It had been so long since she felt a spark like she just had. She instantly felt guilty though.. The walls she’d built up inside her were thick, she usually didn't let them crack. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate Nicolas’s kindness but the idea of leaning on anyone felt foreign now. And the truth was, she didn’t want to drag anyone else into her mess.

"I’m fine," she said a little too quickly. "Just trying to stay on top of everything. College... and everything else."

Nicolas nodded slowly, his expression softening with understanding. "I get it. It's tough. But you're not alone in this, alright? Just... don’t push everyone away. You don’t have to carry all of it by yourself." His words hit her harder than she expected, like a soft blow that caught her off guard. Her eyes welled up with tears and she turned away from him. For a moment, she felt something stir inside me. Something she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in a long time. Hope. But it was fleeting, quickly smothered by the weight of everything else. Around Gia, something shifted in Nicolas. He didn’t understand it at first, couldn’t put his finger on it. She reminded him of someone, his sister, but not in the obvious ways. It was something deeper. Something in the way she fought to stay standing, even when it would’ve been easier to fall.

As the class continued, Gia tried to focus, but her mind kept wandering back to home. The conversation with Hunter from earlier. The suffocating tension that had been building in their relationship for years now. The thought of escaping seemed impossible, but it was the only thing that made sense anymore. She needed to make a plan. And soon. 
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Chapter 4: The Lure
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She attended a few other classes and when she was done, walked out of the school. Hunter wasn’t there. She released the breath she didn’t realize she was holding. Hunter didn’t always pick her up from BRCC. It’s close enough to the apartment to walk. Only about ten, maybe twenty minutes. She almost always took the long way down Blue River Highway, passing all of the mom and pop shops to her right. She loved seeing the local small business. She wished that someday I’d be able to open up her own dentistry clinic in Ashford Springs. Some days, when she needed quiet, she’d walk the Ashford Trail, past the campus greenhouse and through the woods.

When she arrived home, she paused in front of her door, listening for movement. She glanced over the parking lot and smiled when she realized Hunter was gone. While he usually stayed here, he sometimes went to his parent’s house at the end of Riverrock Court. It was a modest but stunning mauve colored ranch. Hunter grew up there. He takes after his father. Richard Maddox was a man who never learned to raise his voice without raising his hand. He had the kind of presence that filled a room like smoke; heavy, choking, impossible to ignore. His face was tough, jaw always clenched, eyes always narrowing, as if the world existed only to provoke him. He walked with the certainty of someone who had never been challenged, not really, not in any way that mattered. His authority was earned through fear, not respect. In public, he knew how to smooth it over. A firm handshake. A forced smile. But at home, Richard ruled with volume and violence. Anger was his default, and silence was his punishment. Hunter grew up learning that love had conditions, that failure meant consequences, and that fear was something you passed down. There was never an apology in that house. No softness. No explanation. Just slammed doors, red faces, and the sharp snap of control being asserted. Hunter didn’t just inherit the rage, he was raised in it, soaked in it, taught to wield it like armor. The bruises Richard left weren’t just on skin. They lived in habits, in twisted ideas of love, in the need to dominate before someone could dominate you. Virginia never noticed his mother’s bruises until the first time Hunter laid a hand on her. It made her start to pay attention to those things. When she entered their home one day with a hand-shaped mark around her wrist, she looked at his mom with sad eyes and knew. 

She remembered the first time Hunter tightened his hand around her wrist. How it made her feel powerless and scared. At first, she thought he was just being protective. She thought she misunderstood the circumstances in which he had grabbed her. But then she remembered his mother and how she was so quiet, reserved. She wondered how much of her silence was actually fear. She will never forget that day. The day she tugged at her sleeves to hide the bruise that peeked from underneath her cardigan. The day she noticed that his mom had a matching one. That day, everything changed. His mother’s eyes met hers. There was no shock, no disbelief, just a deep, knowing sadness that washed over her. That look told her everything she needed to know. That look haunts her still. She should have left him then. But, she didn’t. She thought she needed Hunter. She had just lost her mother and she thought he was all she had. She shook her head, trying to shake away the thoughts of Hunter’s poor mother. She told herself that she would never turn into the shell of a person that Hunter’s mother had become. How could she have once believed he was perfect? How did she let herself stay after the first bruise? 

A car horn sounded as a neighbor clicked the lock button on their key. She didn’t realize how long she had been standing, staring at the parking lot. She sighed and unlocked her door. When she stepped into the quiet of their apartment, the door clicking softly behind me, a wave of relief washed over her. It was strange how much she has come to love solitude since Hunter turned sour. She leaned against the door for a moment, taking it in. His absence felt like a small victory though his actions from earlier in the day lingered in the air. She walked into the kitchen and noticed a flower. A singular red rose sitting on the table in a small glass vase. The flower was still fresh. A ribbon was tied around the vase with a small piece of cardstock attached to it. Ashland Springs Florist. Next to it lay an envelope with her name scrawled across the front of it in Hunter’s unmistakable handwriting. Her heart quickened as she set down her purse and reached for the envelope. Hunter had never been one for grand gestures so this rose meant the world to her knowing it was from him. Even though part of her wished that Hunter knew her favorite flower isn’t a rose, it’s the thought that counts, right? The unexpected softness of his actions tugged at her heartstrings. It wasn’t like him to be so deliberate. For a moment, she just stared at it, trying to make sense of the strange offering. Was he trying to buy her forgiveness or was this something different? Something more vulnerable? she blinked away the tears from her eyes as she tore open the envelope.  Part of her wanted to tear it up and throw it away but the curiosity rose in her chest, nagging her to see what was inside. She pulled out a piece of paper, carefully folded, with bills tucked inside of it. A smile came across her face. She could stock the pantry and fridge with this money. It felt like a weight lifted off of her shoulders. She slowly unfolded the letter, unsure of what she was about to read. 

Dear my love, Virginia Rose Finley,

I know I’ve hurt you. I know there is nothing I can do to undo what has been done. Please take this rose as an apology. I cannot express how terribly sorry I feel, at this moment. The things I did and said, I can’t justify them. I don’t expect your forgiveness to come right away. I don’t expect you to ever look at me the same way again. I just need you to know that I see the damage I have done to you and I am so sorry. I wish I could make everything right again. I wish I could take back everything I have done to hurt you. I love you and Josephine more than you could ever know. I left you some cash to buy groceries. I know it doesn’t make up for my actions. The rose... Well, it’s just a reminder of what I want to give you. The part of me that still wants to be better. I hope you can find it in your sweet heart to forgive me. I need you to hear me when I say that I am sorry. I promise, things will be different this time. I promise you, I can love you in a way that is right. Please, I am begging you, forgive my wrongdoings and I will treat you like the amazing woman you are. Please allow me to make it up to you. I hope to hear from you after you receive this letter. I love you more than words can say. I can’t change the past, but I’m asking you to let me try to make the future better.

Love you forever,

Hunter Maddox

Her hands trembled as she folded the letter and tucked it back inside of the envelope. The words stung and left her chest feeling hollow. The apology was a mixture of guilt and regret. ‘He did love me.’ The words felt different this time. They weren’t just empty apologies. There was a kind of rawness to them, a sincerity she couldn’t ignore. He wasn’t just blaming everything on the past anymore; he was taking responsibility. He was trying. She sat down in a chair, her hand still clutching the letter. She could almost hear his voice in her head, each sentence laced with that same vulnerability he’d shown her on rare occasions when he wasn’t guarded, when he wasn’t hiding behind his usual tough exterior. Even with everything that had happened, everything she knew about him, everything she had seen with her own eyes, there was something in her that still wanted to believe. 

She looked at the rose again. It was perfect. A single rose was the first gesture he made to her when they first started dating her senior year of high school, just after her mother had passed away. One rose in memory of her mother, Caroline Rose. The woman she got her middle name from. The woman she loved until her last breath. He always knew how to make her feel special, even when things were falling apart. Even now, with everything he’d done, there was still that spark in his words, in his attempt to make amends. The man she remembered, the man who could sweep her off her feet with just a smile was still there, buried under all the mess he’d created. She placed the letter down on the table, her fingers lingering on the paper for just a moment longer. She could feel her heart giving in, just a little. Maybe it was the way he’d written it, or maybe it was just the hope in his words that made her want to believe he could change. She tucked the cash into her purse and glanced at the door, wondering if she’d made the right choice. Maybe she was giving him another chance, one he didn’t deserve, but it was her decision to make. And today, she chose to believe.
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Chapter 5: Spoor
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Not long after making the decision to give Hunter another chance, she heard Josephine’s bus pull up outside. She rushed to the door and waved to the bus driver. Jo’s small face appeared in the window, her bright eyes searching for her familiar figure. She was always looking for Gia, her big sister, the one who’d been there for her since before she could remember. Jo ran to her, a big smile plastered on her face. “Gia!” she squealed, her high-pitched voice ringing out as she spotted her standing near the apartment door. She smiled, her heart swelling at the sight of Jo, her tangled-up pigtails and rosy pink cheeks, full of that innocent joy that only a six-year-old could possess. She outstretched her arms, ready to scoop her up the moment she reached her. Jo didn’t need much encouragement. She ran the last few feet, her shoes squeaking against the pavement, and launched herself into her arms, almost knocking her over with the force of the hug.

“Hey, kiddo,” she laughed, holding Jo tight against her chest, smelling the faint scent of crayons and playdough that always seemed to cling to her baby sister after school. “How was your day?”

“It was awesome!” Jo beamed, her face lighting up as she pulled back to look at me. “We made rainbow drawin’s, and I got a sticker for bein’ really good! Mrs. Miller said that I'm the best at colorin’ inside the lines.” She pointed proudly to her shirt to show off a glittery gold star sticker, its edges already starting to peel from the pink fabric.
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