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Chapter 1
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Virginia's face glows an unnatural blue from the laptop, her bloodshot eyes reflecting rows of numbers. Columns of flashing text, odds, stakes, bonuses. Her hand shakes as she scrolls down the page, pausing at the corner to bite her nails. The rest of the room is dark, scattered with empty energy drink cans and a mess of crumpled betting slips. Red ink spelling out debt - 21,000 pounds. Her childhood bedroom seems to close in around her, cluttered with reminders of a former life. Old photos, textbooks, the stench of desperation. Below the floorboards, she hears her parents, the clinking of pots, and the rumble of their calm voices, everything she hates. The only thing she hates more is the silence in her room. She clicks another link, lights a cigarette, and inhales.

Virginia moves between the screen and a stack of bills, final notices threatening legal action. Her eyes flicker between them like they can’t decide where to settle. Her hands are shaky as she calculates what’s left, what she needs. Her eyes burn with effort and fatigue. One hand rubs her temple while the other continues scrolling, desperate for a win. She mutters under her breath, punctuating the stream of curses with nervous laughter. Her cigarette burns down, and she lights another, chest tight with frustration. Her hands freeze, mouse poised over a new bet. Her entire body tenses. She clicks, then shoves away from the desk, holding her breath until the results flash in a nauseating green. Lost again. 

The normalcy downstairs pushes in through the floorboards - her father’s laugh, the clinking of cutlery, the stifling comfort of routine. Her childhood, boxed up and stored away in the chaos of her present. She glares at the vent. They’re just sitting down to dinner. A luxury she hasn’t allowed herself in days. She returns to the screen, keeps betting, keeps clicking. Lips pressed together until they bleed. Her eyes are wild, her breathing frantic, pulse visible beneath her skin. She moves her chair closer, face almost touching the screen. Another cigarette. Her hair is wild and her eyes hollow. She lets out a growl, primal and pained, kicks the desk, and sends papers flying.

The notebook taunts her, a mess of failed systems. Virginia's knees are pulled tight against her chest, trembling with anger. She throws the notebook across the room. Hands pulling at her hair, swiping angrily at tears. Her parents’ voices float up. A word, a phrase, caught between her breaths. How much longer can she keep them from finding out? How much longer can she last? 

Surrounded by final notices and failed attempts, Virginia pushes herself to the limit. Another bet. Another loss. Head in her hands. Clicks through more betting sites. Too many accounts, too many losses. Desperation builds, hot and raw. She’s been up for hours, days. The room smells of smoke and sweat and something else - failure, fear, futility. Clocks at the bottom of the screen tell her the time. The clock in her head screams that she's running out. Panic thickens. Chokes her. Consumes her. Her hand freezes over the keyboard.

Another round of laughter reaches her ears. Eleanor’s soft tones drifting into nothing, into nothing. Her head snaps up as she hears her name. Virginia! It's like a slap to the face, an accusation. She can barely breathe, can barely move, can barely think. They have no idea, none at all. She's biting her nails again, tearing the skin. Her phone vibrates with another final notice, and she turns it off. She can't stand it. She can't stand them. She needs to win. She needs them. She's trapped. 

Virginia stares at the chaos. The glowing laptop, the bills, the mess of empty cans. Her eyes burn with resentment and fatigue. Her parents have everything they want, everything she doesn’t. Her mouth twists in a mixture of fury and shame. She's in too deep. She can't dig herself out, not this time. She lets out a ragged sigh, tearing at the corner of a new betting slip. Her hands stop trembling. It all feels like slow motion now. The vent rattles with voices. Another reminder of how close they are, how clueless. She closes her eyes and listens for their footsteps. Just a matter of time. 

* * *
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Virginia crouches beneath the heating vent, the metal pressing a pattern of marks into her arms. Harold’s voice floats up, echoing in her head. He mentions Dr. Sarah Thompson, and she stiffens. Their appointment is next week. They’ll know. Virginia holds her breath as Eleanor says something about his blood pressure medication. Virginia’s eyes dart around the room like she's trapped. The doctor's office called a month ago. She's already spent the payment. Already lost it. She hears their plans to help her with a deposit for her own flat, feels a mix of relief and panic. Her breathing is shallow and rapid, each gasp more frantic. Her fingers go numb. She returns to the laptop, scrambling to cover her tracks before everything comes crashing down. 

The computer screen glows in front of her, harsh and glaring. She scrolls frantically, clicking through sites. Her bloodshot eyes wild with fear. Another gamble, another loss. Nothing new, nothing left. The sound of her parents’ voices haunts her, ricocheting inside her skull. Virginia this, Virginia that. Calm and controlled, everything she’s not. She stares at the debts, the final notices, her vision blurred and unfocused. The memory of that phone call from Dr. Thompson’s office, months ago, and the voicemail she deleted. The payment she never made. She shivers, a cold sweat building. Her fingers slip on the keys. Her accounts show numbers that make her stomach clench. 

The plan was simple. Pay the bill with a quick win, keep them in the dark. Before her next breath, her father's voice drifts back up. Sure as anything. Her panic twists into resentment. They know nothing. The truth hits her like a fist to the gut. No way she can pay in time. No way out. She's drowning in final notices and unfinished lies. The normal, predictable tones of her parents’ conversation grate against her nerves. She balls her hands into fists, fights the urge to scream. They think they know everything, have everything figured out. 

Virginia lets out a choked laugh that turns into a sob. She tears through her emails, hunting for anything. A forgotten account, an unclaimed bonus. She checks and rechecks and checks again. Each loss sends her spiraling. She bets with what little she has left, even as the pressure mounts and her time runs out. The odds stack higher, impossible. A gamble she can't win. 

Her breaths are fast, frantic, and the words on the screen blur into nonsense. She scans the room for options, eyes wide and desperate. Not enough time. Nothing makes sense. She presses her ear to the vent, needing to hear, needing to know. Her body trembles as she pieces it all together, and it's worse than she imagined. Cornered by her own lies. Her vision swims, her pulse deafening in her ears. They talk about bills. About Harold's medication. They think they have time, time to help her. Just one more week until everything collapses. One week. She clutches the sides of her head. Her heart feels like it might explode. 

The weight of their words crushes her. Her own words, coming back to haunt her. Her own voice in their mouths. They're sure of everything. Her double life spins out of control, crashing, unraveling. Each word sharp and real. Her breaths are shallow gasps. They know nothing. She’s the liar. They’ll find out. She can’t stop it. Her mind races through the next lie, the next story, the next impossible way out. Her time is up. Just a matter of time.
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Chapter 2
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The house crouches in shadow, a solitary creature ready to pounce. Virginia waits. Breathes. Counts down to when it's safe, or safe enough, before slipping into the dark hall. Her skin prickles in the cool air, bare feet flexing on the floorboards. She glances back at the closed door of her parents’ bedroom, feeling its presence like a heartbeat. Seconds pass like hours. Nothing but the hum of appliances, the tick of her father’s old analog watch from the living room. She wraps her robe tight around her body, knotting it with pale fingers, and begins to move. Every step is calculated, precise, the desperation barely contained behind tight lips and tense muscles. She checks over her shoulder once more. Sees no light under her parents’ door. Feels her pulse quicken. 

She steps like a ghost, weight shifting slowly forward, alert to every warning groan from the floorboards. Her breath comes in shallow bursts, eyes flitting around the dark space, ears straining for the smallest of sounds. This used to be easier, before the tension took hold, before every night felt like an intrusion. The soft carpet of the landing gives way to the cold, hard wood of the staircase, and she hesitates, momentarily thrown by its silent welcome. This is the path she’s taken countless times, yet each step feels fraught, each second ticked off like a countdown to something she can’t predict. But there’s no turning back now. Her father’s study waits at the end of the hall, a dark promise she cannot ignore. She moves again. 

As she reaches the study, the air is thick, dark, holding its breath with her. Only a thin thread of moonlight cuts through the closed curtains. The room smells of her father’s cologne, of leather and polished wood, a scent she once found comforting but now feels accusing. She shuts the door behind her with the softest click, locking herself into its shadows. For a moment, she stands perfectly still, letting her eyes adjust, listening to her own breathing, too loud, too fast. Her heart hammers, threatening to betray her, and she swallows down the panic, forces her hands steady. She has to be calm, methodical. Anything less would be catastrophic. Anything less, and the house wins. 

Her fingers curl around her phone, knuckles white with tension as she flicks on the flashlight. Just a dim glow. Just enough to see. The small circle of light hovers over Harold’s desk, and Virginia trails it across the surface, picking out neat stacks of papers, a worn blotter, a pen set she gave him for his birthday last year. She skirts the light around his framed certificates and degrees, unable to look them full in the face. Instead, she directs the beam to the drawers beneath, the first trembling breath of a plan coalescing in her mind. There’s a way to do this without losing everything. 

She rifles through the desk drawers with surgical care, eyes bright and wild, until her fingers graze the leather edge of Harold's wallet. She lets out a breath she doesn’t know she’s holding, nerves tightening again as she extracts it, keeps it from slipping out of her damp hands. The room seems to lean in, watching her as she flips the wallet open, slides out the gleaming card. Harold’s name shouts at her from its glossy surface, and she swallows, forces herself to look away. 

His credit card slips out, and she snaps photos of it, her fingers poised above the button like a sniper’s over a trigger. Each click echoes like a gunshot in the quiet. She expects the sound to bring them running, bring the whole world crashing down, but everything stays silent, still. The house’s patience unnerves her more than anything. 

She takes the shots from multiple angles, ensuring she captures all details - the number, expiration date, and security code. Her movements are exact, the flashlight just bright enough to illuminate her work without spilling out of the study and into suspicion. This has to be right. It has to be perfect. Anything less, and she loses everything. 

She returns the card and wallet, arranging them exactly as she found them. The proof is there, she thinks. She only has to take it. But even this thought, thrilling and terrifying, can’t drown out the thundering pulse in her ears. She doesn’t know how long she stands there, paralyzed with her need, before another sound shocks her into motion. 

A sound. Something out in the hall. She stiffens, freezes, waits. Finally, she creeps back to her room. 

* * *
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A wash of blue light stains Virginia’s face, sharpening the hollow of her cheeks, the line of her mouth. She sits cross-legged on the bed, laptop balanced on bony knees. The dull hum of the house fills the room, seeps through the walls, gnaws at the edges of her focus. She pushes a lock of hair behind her ear, a swift, annoyed gesture. There's no sound from her parents’ room, nothing to indicate their intrusion. But the anxiety is there, lurking just below the surface, waiting to snap her concentration like a taut wire. She hunches over the screen, taps the keys, careful not to miss a stroke. Not to lose this chance. 

A fortress of duvet and pillows, drawn around her like a siege wall, shuts out the world. She stares at the screen, entering the information with a surgeon's precision. Her father’s name. Her mother’s birthdate. The credit card details appear on the screen with a flash of triumph, taunting and alluring. Each field she fills out feels like a tiny, satisfying victory. Each loan a new lifeline. She pauses, lets herself breathe, a quick shallow gasp, then dives back in. The phone lies silent on the nightstand, her own name taunting her from the display. 

One lender. Then another. Names. Numbers. Her father’s. Her mother’s. They are chess pieces on a board, moved and repositioned with care. She knows she can make this work, make it right. They never have to know. She can already see the debt shrinking, the freedom just out of reach, the everything she has to lose. Her fingers fly across the keyboard, and the glow of the screen makes her feel powerful, desperate, a moth drawn to its own burning wings. She pauses only to glance at the door, and her confidence builds, her fingers a blur. 

Occasionally, Virginia's eyes flick to the door, watching, waiting. With each completed application, her movements become faster, more assured, her mind turning, anticipating, predicting the next move. She imagines herself walking away clean, imagines the relief like a tidal wave, all-consuming. She sends the last application, the loan that will make or break her, a final gamble, a last throw of the dice. The thrill of it makes her heart race, makes her skin itch, makes her alive in ways she can't contain. She can taste victory, bitter and metallic on the back of her tongue. Then, the phone rings. 

The sound splits the air, and her composure with it. Virginia grabs the phone, hands fumbling. Every consequence she tried to ignore slams into her with force. She’s sure it’s the lenders, her parents, the universe coming to collect. But it's Danielle. Her sister’s voice, bright and oblivious, is a slap in the face, a cheerful disaster. 

She invites them to dinner with a cheerfulness that feels like a threat. Virginia’s grip on the phone is slick, her calm facade crumbling like old plaster. She forces a laugh, forces words from a throat that tightens and burns. She flinches at Danielle's persistence, a thorn in her unraveling plans. Dinner on Sunday. She presses a hand to her forehead, feels the sweat cool on her skin, feels the panic rise in her chest. Virginia’s tongue flicks out, wets her lips. 

She paces the room, sweating and breathless, spinning lies that strain even her own sense of reality. Her parents don’t want to go. She doesn’t want them to go. She needs them to stay away, for as long as possible. “Dad's got that thing with his back again,” she says. Her own voice, strained and pitchy, echoes in her mind. “Mum's helping with the neighborhood watch meeting.” It sounds thin, but what else can she do? Her free hand tugs at her hair, compulsive and raw, a show of force against the encroaching chaos. 

Dad’s back. Mum’s meetings. Her excuses mount and multiply like desperate rats, scrabbling for cover. Virginia repeats herself, reassurance or desperation, she can’t tell. She edges closer to something that feels like mania, feels like collapse. She presses the phone to her ear, her heart a jackhammer, the walls a siege of silence, pushing in on her. When she finally hangs up, the breath wheezes from her in a single, painful gust. She has minutes before it falls apart, before her carefully constructed world gives way. The call ends. 

Virginia sits back down at her laptop, breathless and frazzled. She attempts to regain her composure. She enters another set of numbers, trying to calm herself. Her hands still shake. She pulls the laptop closer, bending over it as though she could block out the memory of Danielle’s voice, as though she could block out everything. But the panic is still there. The ticking clock. The mounting, inescapable truth. She bites her lip until she tastes blood, but she can’t stop, can’t stop, can’t stop. 

* * *
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She is wired and wild, chewing at her nails, her focus splintered like a windshield under pressure. Her fingers fly over the keys, her breath jagged and loud in the suffocating room. Each second that ticks by without news feels like a slap, a small death. She can’t stop, can’t leave it alone. Virginia refreshes the pages like she’s conducting a desperate symphony, coaxing the universe into bending her way. Her stomach churns with the need for everything to fall into place, for everything to work, for something to save her. She bounces her foot against the floor, matches its frantic pace to the stuttering of her heart. 

She refreshes the loan pages again. And again. Emails. Bank accounts. Status updates. They blink and change, and she blinks and changes with them, anticipation eating at the edge of her sanity. The room seems to warp and close in, the walls suffocating her, crowding her mind with everything she’s risked, everything she can’t control. She runs her tongue over her lips, wipes a sheen of sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist. She can’t stop. Can’t breathe. Can’t do anything but watch and wait, caught in the gears of her own making. Then a ping. 

Five thousand pounds. Virginia grabs the edge of the mattress, holds on for dear life. Her eyes burn into the screen, disbelief etched on her face, a gasp in her lungs. She’s done it. She’s actually done it. She grips the laptop, holds it like a lifeline, holds it like it’s about to vanish from her trembling hands. It’s real. Real and perfect and not enough to make this stop. The dam breaks, and the numbers flood in, soaking the screen, soaking her fragile mind. 

She secures over fifteen thousand pounds. More than she hoped, more than she needs, more than she knows how to handle. Her mind stutters, skips, resets to a new reality she didn’t dare imagine. But even this flood of success feels hollow, fraught with consequence and fear. She leans back, trembling, lets out a shaky breath. Her hair clings to her damp forehead, her heart pounds a violent beat against her ribs, a reminder that she’s still alive, that she’s done the unthinkable. 

She transfers the money. She deletes the evidence. But there’s no deleting the balance, staring back at her, daring her to think this is over. Virginia sits cross-legged on the bed, holds her face in her hands. Her skin feels feverish, clammy, as the full weight of her actions bears down on her. She wants to believe this is enough, that she’s safe now, that she can make it right. But there’s something in the numbers that chills her, something that speaks of danger instead of escape. She collapses onto the bed, watches the numbers dance on the ceiling like phantoms of a future she can’t trust. 

Close-up of her physical and emotional reactions as she reads the confirmations, a blend of excitement and fear. The money is there, right there, and with it comes a suffocating knowledge that she’s passed the point of return. She clenches her jaw, teeth aching from the strain, and closes her eyes to the mess she’s made. But it doesn’t go away. It grows, multiplies, morphs into a living thing that pulses and breathes. Her focus is shattered, her plans a chaotic mess, and through it all she knows: she can’t stop. Can’t stop. Can’t stop. 

Details of her surroundings, the dim room, the glow of the screen, and the oppressive silence that closes in on her. Everything is still, too still, like the moments before an explosion. Her skin crawls with the sensation of being watched, being judged by the empty house and its secret-keeping walls. Her mind whirls, a tornado of numbers and fear, sweeping her up and throwing her against the edges of her own panic. It’s done, she tells herself. But it will never be done. Not really. Not with this money. Not with this family. Not with her.
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Chapter 3
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Alone in the half-light of her bedroom, Virginia charts a dark course through the maze of lethality. Books pile around her like bodies. The laptop, sinister in its glow, flashes endless screens of poisonous knowledge. Her hands tremble as she scribbles notes in a small black book. She breathes in, out, until they steady, until she is ready to fill the pages with precise doses of violence. A small army of pill bottles lines the desk like soldiers awaiting orders. A buzzing phone. Her parents' appointment tomorrow. She texts back: "I’ll come." Then she locks everything away, pulling the tiny key from her neck like a trigger.

The room is dim, shadows hugging the corners like silent accomplices. Textbooks stack high, each one a morbid treasure trove of chemical demise. The air is thick with intent. Virginia barely shifts, her body an island of stillness amid the chaos of research around her. She fixes her gaze on the laptop, where a page of drug interactions pulses softly with possibility. Beside it, her phone sits quiet now, reminder cleared.

Her fingers move over the small black notebook, flipping to a fresh page. The lines fill with deliberate, clinical scrawl. Oxycodone. Propofol. Diazepam. Their names march down the sheet in chilling order, followed by precise instructions. Mix with alcohol for enhanced effect. Risk of respiratory failure. It reads like a deadly recipe, each entry more ruthless than the last. Virginia's mouth twitches at the corner, a brief, grim satisfaction.

She pauses, rubs her eyes, exhales. Her hands shake as exhaustion crashes against her concentration, an unwelcome tide. Her breathing turns slow, deliberate, as she forces herself back into the calm. She’s done this before, but the stakes are higher now, her desperation deeper. She grips the pen tighter, forcing the tremor out, and returns to her work. Minute after minute, hour after hour.

Virginia's petite frame seems lost amid the heavy books and harsh light. The strain of her secrets etches deeper lines across her face. Dark circles shadow her eyes, watching her every move like accusatory specters. She sweeps a loose strand of brown hair behind her ear, and it trembles in her fingertips. But she pushes on, pushing through.

The laptop screen flickers with results. Lethal. Overdose. Coma. Words parade before her in a macabre symphony, feeding her obsession. Her gaze shifts to the desk where pill bottles stand in stark white rows. She studies them like pawns in a dangerous game, contemplating each possible move, the risks, the rewards. Her eyes narrow in calculation. Virginia is a strategist, her battlefield the world of pills and pretense.

The phone’s buzz reverberates again, a jarring reminder in the quiet. She picks it up, reads the screen without surprise. It's tomorrow's appointment with the doctor. Her parents. She frowns, a well-rehearsed act of annoyance. Her fingers fly over the keys with decisive speed. Of course she’ll go with them. Of course she’ll be there. She always is, a fixture, a dutiful presence. She sends the message and drops the phone back onto the desk.

She hesitates, just for a second, a fracture in her composure. Then the practiced calm slips over her like a mask. She lifts the key from her neck, opens a drawer, and tucks the notebook inside. The lock clicks into place, and Virginia closes the laptop with a resolute snap. She stands, surveys the room with an unflinching eye. Everything is where it should be, neatly in order, each piece of her plan set perfectly.

Her fingers touch the small key, a talisman of control and precision. She closes her eyes, savoring the order she has brought to the chaos. When they open again, there is nothing behind them but determination. Everything will go exactly as planned. She is certain of it.

* * *
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The doctor's waiting room is hushed, expectant, like the moments before a verdict. Virginia sits with her parents, eyes cutting through the sterile calm. Receptionist. File cabinet. Prescription pad. Nothing escapes her practiced gaze. Harold flips through an outdated magazine, unaware. Eleanor hums quietly, an old tune, anything to break the silence. Virginia doesn’t notice. Her focus is cold, absolute, taking in the room like a reconnaissance mission.

The walls are an antiseptic white, decorated with generic art that no one looks at. A health news program mutters on the wall-mounted TV, ignored by everyone. Harold clears his throat, shifts in his seat, fumbles with his glasses as he attempts to read a long article about prostate health. "You’d think they’d update these once in a while," he chuckles. Eleanor pats his knee, smiling gently, her eyes on the receptionist. She seems happy, relaxed, here only as a precaution.

Virginia sits motionless, hands clasped, the picture of patience. Inside, she's taking it all in, planning her moves. The receptionist taps at her computer, oblivious to Virginia’s attention. A phone rings. Papers shuffle. Virginia catalogues it all, every movement, every sound. Her fingers itch with anticipation. This room, this opportunity—perfect. Her thoughts circle with growing intensity.

A nurse calls a name, and an elderly couple shuffles past. Virginia watches them, calculating, waiting. This is her moment, and she’s already three steps ahead. Her parents chatter beside her, their words slipping past like water. Virginia nods, pretends to listen. Her mind is elsewhere, fixed on the prize. Everything is set.

Dr. Thompson finally appears, smiling warmly, her glasses balanced on her nose. She calls for them, and Harold and Eleanor stand, Virginia just a beat behind. "Always a pleasure," Dr. Thompson says, shaking Harold’s hand. "We’ve been looking forward to this all week," Harold laughs, a touch of nervousness in his voice. They follow the doctor down the hall, Virginia's eyes on the office ahead.

Inside, Virginia makes a quick survey. Desk. Files. Virginia's heart thuds with an excited rhythm as she moves with purpose, placing herself nearest the desk. Dr. Thompson pulls up Harold’s chart on her computer. Her concern is genuine, but Virginia's mind is elsewhere, the office an open map of opportunity.

Dr. Thompson is midway through an explanation when she stands abruptly. "Let me grab those lab results," she says, stepping out with a hurried nod. As the door closes, Virginia springs into action. Her hand snakes across the desk, quick and fluid, as if she’s done this a hundred times before. A second later, the prescription pad is in her purse, her expression unchanged.

The office is neat, too neat, Virginia thinks as she notes every detail. She imagines what could be hers. Harold and Eleanor chat quietly, unaware, trusting. Their world is orderly, safe. Virginia leans back, composed, satisfied with her prize. Her pulse slows, a hunter in no rush.
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