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Dedication:

To Khris-

The love of my life, the fire in the fog.

You found me in the hollows of my undoing, where shadows whispered louder than hope.

And still, you reached for me.

You pulled me from the wreckage of everything I thought I was,

and showed me that love could be soft-even after the storm.

You didn’t just save me.

You gave me something to live for.

I carry your love like armor, and I will treasure you always.

Foreward:

by Khristopher Burton

There are some stories that stay with you-long after the last page is turned, long after the final line is read. When There Was Colton is one of those stories. But for me, this isn’t just a book. This is a heartbeat. A memory. A scar that became a symbol of strength.

And the woman who wrote it-Zerynity-is my wife.

I’ve had the honor of walking beside her through the fire and watching her refuse to burn. I’ve seen her on the days when she could barely breathe, when grief and pain threatened to swallow her whole. And I’ve seen her rise anyway-fierce, honest, with a storm in her chest and fire in her eyes.

This book is fiction, yes. But it’s more than fiction-it’s woven from the threads of truth that too many are afraid to name. It tells the story of love and betrayal, of finding magic in the middle of madness, and of what it means to be broken and still choose to heal. It’s raw, it’s real, and it doesn’t flinch. And that’s because she doesn’t flinch. Not anymore.

When I read these pages, I see the woman I fell in love with. The warrior. The mother. The survivor. The one who carries the name of the Morrígan with pride and doesn’t just speak Her name-she lives it. She fights for truth. She defends her peace. And she creates beauty from the ruins of what tried to destroy her.

There was a time when the world tried to silence her, to erase her story before it could even begin. But you can’t erase someone who was born for battle. You can’t silence a voice that was made to echo through the bones of history.

So here she is-baring her soul through fiction, because sometimes that’s the only safe way to tell the truth. If you’ve ever been broken, if you’ve ever loved someone who hurt you, if you’ve ever clawed your way back to yourself and dared to believe in your own power-this book is for you.

And if you haven’t yet... this book might be the beginning of your reckoning.

Zerynity didn’t write this to be pretty. She wrote it to be honest. She wrote it to reclaim the narrative. And I couldn’t be more proud of the woman who not only lived it, but who now offers her story to the world so no one else has to walk their path alone.

To my wife-thank you for surviving. Thank you for choosing love again. Thank you for teaching me what true strength looks like.

And to the reader: Welcome to the storm. Let it change you.

- Khristopher Burton



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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After everything I’ve been through... this is it.

This is how I die.

Death by screwdriver.

How ironic.

That thought echoed in my mind as he pinned me to the bed-his full weight pressing me into the mattress like a coffin lid. The cold edge of the screwdriver grazed my throat, trembling against my vocal cords, threatening to pierce skin with the slightest shift. I was frozen, caught between the fire in his eyes and the finality of his rage.

Colton’s voice was venom, thick and vicious.

“I’ll kill you. Don’t think I won’t. I’ll kill you-and my family will help hide the body.”

His knee jammed into my thigh, grinding slowly downward toward the swell of my almost full-term belly. Our baby. My baby.

His next move could kill us both.

Panic didn’t have time to bloom-I had to move, had to think. I was out of options. Trapped. Caged beneath someone who claimed to love me.

What can I do to defuse this? How do you reason with a man who’s already decided you don’t get to live?

I didn’t know if I was buying seconds or sacrificing them. But I knew this much: if I didn’t act, he was going to end me-and everything I was carrying.

And I couldn't let that happen.

Not today.

Not like this.
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Chapter One: The Yellow House and the Shack
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I wasn’t born into peace.

I was born into survival.

By the time I was old enough to ride a bike, I already knew what it meant to be quiet when I wanted to scream, and polite when I wanted to disappear. I grew up learning how to walk on eggshells without making a sound-and how to carry the weight of other people’s anger like it was my birthright.

But I’ve never been the kind of woman who stays small.

Even when life tried to press me into silence, I kept finding cracks in the darkness-spaces where I could breathe, dream, fight, and burn. I’m a mother, a fighter, a survivor. And this is the story of how everything nearly broke me-and how I rose from the wreckage anyway.

It was 2018.

I was living on Second Street in Sedalia, Missouri, in a faded yellow three-bedroom house that should have felt like home. But it didn’t. Brick road out front, old concrete garage out back that someone had turned into a makeshift house.

I didn’t talk to a lot of folks back then, but I spoke to them on occasion. When I could get away from my mother’s screaming, I’d wander back there to that old shack behind our house, stand in the sun, and let myself breathe. Hailey always expressed her condolences-she could hear everything from her place. It didn’t take long before we started spending real time together.

My house definitely did not feel safe.  Not with my mother living inside it. Her constant yelling and verbal assaults had been heard from all the houses around us. Most people just bided their time, hoping that one day we would move out, so they did not have to listen to her.My mother did not like to work. I remember her saying that if she could find away to get paid for not working, she’d do it. She would  go to work at Walmart, and then fake an injury to go home early. The day that she was fired, they presented her with visual evidence of her purposely mishandling boxes, where one would fall on to her back. That was the same “Injury” That she was trying to get workman’s compensation for. The same injury, where she hired a lawyer to get that money, because Walmart would not pay up. I don’t blame them.

Most days, it felt more like a cage, painted with cheerful colors. Behind the doors, of my cage, laid a snake who would sink her fangs into any little bit of happiness, poisoning it.

The only peace I found came from the back of the property-specifically, from the makeshift house that had once been a concrete garage. That’s where Hailey and Lee Hodgkins lived. They’d just moved in, down on their luck and looking for a fresh start. They were good people-real people.  With them came their two children and Lee’s brother, Jesse. I remember when Mom heard the vehicle pulling into the backyard, close to the shack. She , the “Most holy christian” was cussing up a storm, because, her and I was working on buying the house that that shack was attached to. She did not want anyone living near us. Mostly, because she could not control what they did or said. But man, did she sure try.

No one was allowed to park near her car, or they would be met with screaming about them parking in “Her spot”. Her spot, was a self-declared 20 foot strip in front of our house. Mom was terrible at parallel parking, and people getting in that strip made it “Impossible” to park there. She would use trash cans to block certain areas so they could not park there. She at one point talked about wanting to lay down strips of wood with nails in them for anyone that tried to park there while she was gone.

So when Hailey and Lee moved in, Hell broke loose. My mother would yell and scream at them and their kids. Mom would get mad if they touched the clothing line that was hung up from our house to their little abode. If their dogs would leave the house, mom threw tantrums, like a toddler not getting what they wanted. There was barely ten feet between the shack and our house, but my mother had to dictate what happened from our back porch, to their front door. She made everything a nightmare.

The first time we spoke, it wasn’t anything deep-just casual hellos across the yard. But the connection was instant. Hailey had this energy, like she was always in motion, always trying to fix something or someone. Lee, on the other hand, was calm. Solid. He felt like a big brother I hadn’t realized I needed-quiet strength wrapped in flannel and smoke.

We’d talk when I could get away from the house-when my mother’s screaming wasn’t echoing through the windows and bleeding into the neighborhood. Hailey had heard it. She didn’t pretend not to. More than once, she hugged me without words. She didn’t need to say anything-I already knew she understood. I would come over and apologize for my mother’s screaming and yelling that specific day. Hailey would nod, and then we would start talking about anything and everything. Our laughter filled the air, which only infuriated my mother more.

Hailey’s shack wasn’t much. It was tight, dark, and probably not meant for five people. But it was theirs. And somehow, in that cramped space, they made it feel warmer than the entire yellow house ever had. I remember their two pit bulls. The big burly one was named Bear, and the skinnier, brindle colored one was named Lola. Both were sweet dogs, atleast to me. But they sensed something more malevolent in my mother. Growling and snapping when she came near, yelling, screaming, raised arms.

One day, Hailey found out that her old friend’s father owned the house right next to mine-the one that sat just across a patch of yard, on the same lot. It was a full-sized house, and it meant more space for her kids. She made contact quickly, eager to start over. Her daughters were excited to get the rooms picked out, Lee was excited for a project, and Hailey, was excited to be out of the sauna that was that shack.

At first, it seemed easy. Her current landlord-the same one I was buying my house from-didn’t raise any objections. Not until she asked for her deposit back.

The conversation turned into a shouting match, and the next thing she knew, the sheriff was at her door with a warning: she had two hours to get out. Two hours to pack up everything, to uproot a life, to move five people’s worth of belongings from one side of the yard to the other. No time to think. No time to cry.

But she cried anyway.

I remember her hands trembling as she stuffed clothes into boxes, tears running down her face as she tried to explain the situation to her kids between panicked breaths. Her eyes met mine, and I saw it-that look of pure overwhelm. The kind of fear that comes when the world shifts under your feet and no one told you how to stand.

I wasn’t going to let her do this alone.

Together, we moved everything-box after box, bag after bag. Lee was right there with us, along with Waterhead and 88, both pitching in without hesitation. The five of us worked like a machine, passing belongings from the shack to the lawn, then from the lawn into the house next door. There wasn’t time to organize. There wasn’t even time to breathe. We rushed. On that hot, humid summer day, we rushed. When the maintenance man came over to check on things, he sat there and made comments about Hailey’s and my weight, even though it was clear her and I had both had children recently, and post partum depression was no joke. I remember when Hailey turned around and snapped at him. “We had kids recently, what is your excuse!?” I laughed my ass off because this man, balding, and looking like a meth lab exploded in his face was more than heavy set, and he thought it was funny to rush two post-partum women who had kids, and make wise cracks about their weight while they was moving as fast as they could in the blistering heat. We had to quickly move her things though.

Just move. Just survive.

And when it was done-when the last box was carried across the grass and the sheriff was gone-Hailey sat on the floor of her new living room, surrounded by chaos, and finally exhaled.

“I don’t know what I would’ve done without you,” she whispered. Her voice cracked, not from weakness but from the weight of holding it together for too long. We turned and looked at eachother, and burst out laughing. I’m not really sure why we was laughing, but something brought up that contagious laughter we just couldn’t hold in anymore. We looked around, at her new house. The house with dark cherry wood floors, and beautiful old wooden arches and pillars from a time long ago. She smiled. Very proud of the move, what we accomplished in a short amount of time, and that she was finally going to be owning a house.

It was maybe a week or two later that the moving truck came rolling in , in the middle of the night. I woke up to the beeping of vehicle backing up. Then came mom’s voice. Yelling and screaming at around three or four a.m because someone was deciding to move into Hailey and Lee’s old shack. I raised an eyebrow as I looked out my kids bedroom window. Two people, a yellow dodge neon, and a moving truck . “Nah,  I’m going back to sleep. It was way too early for this.”

The morning started like any other-peaceful, in the rarest kind of way. The kind that never lasted long.

I’d walked across the stretch of yard to Hailey and Lee’s with my kids, Xander and Rose, chasing behind me like wildflowers in bloom. Hailey stood in the doorway, smiling as she always did, the weight of the world buried just behind her eyes.

“I’ve got some friends staying with me for a bit,” she said casually, brushing a wisp of hair from her face. “They’ve got nowhere else to go. I can’t just leave them out there.”

I nodded, though I felt that familiar twist in my stomach. I already knew what was coming. If my mom heard even the faintest noise past a certain hour, she’d be on the phone with the cops before the sound could fade.

Still, I smiled for Hailey’s sake. That was just who she was-always opening her doors, always making space for the people the world tried to forget.

She looked over at me then, sheepish. “I’m out of cigarettes.”

Without hesitation, I told her I had a spare pack in my room. I ran home and grabbed it for her. Just one of a thousand small kindnesses between us. Just another day.

Later, I took the kids down Ohio Street to Malone’s-the kind of little pub where nobody asked questions and the food came with peace and grease in equal measure. It was a break. A quiet moment. A chance to breathe.

But quiet never lasted in my world.

When we got back, Xander tugged at my hand and pointed toward Hailey’s house. “Mama, look! That bike!”

My stomach dropped.

There it was-leaning against the side of the house. Custom paint, small frame, matching the one Xander had. There were only two like it, and we owned one and the other one? It didn’t make sense. It didn’t feel right.

I knocked on Hailey’s door, trying not to assume the worst. She opened with a grin, stepping aside so the kids and I could come in. The place was full-new faces, some smiling, some sizing me up. Hailey did her best to introduce everyone, but my eyes drifted back to the window.

“What’s up with the bike?” I asked.

“Oh, that? I just got it for Nolan,” she said. “It was sitting on the curb. The guy who had it said I could take it.”

I nodded slowly. Let it go. Maybe it really was nothing. Maybe I was just overthinking it.

That night, I tucked Xander and Rose into bed and collapsed into mine, the day’s chaos finally catching up with me. I didn’t expect the next sunrise to come with the drama that it did.

It was early-too early for anyone to be awake but me. The air was still, the kind of morning you wish you could bottle and save for later. I sat on the porch with a cigarette in hand, letting the quiet wrap around me like a blanket.

And then I saw him.

Jake.

He was walking down Washington, headed toward Second. My blood went cold. I hadn’t seen him in years-not since 2011. And that had been intentional. Jake was danger wrapped in a wolf’s skin. Controlled fury in work boots. I had spent years keeping away from him.

Why was he here?

His eyes burned with fury, his jaw tight. Every step he took hit the pavement like a threat. He looked like a lion hunting through the town streets.

He reached my house and glared. “Get inside.”

“What-why?” I asked, voice caught in my throat.

“Don’t worry about it. GET INSIDE. NOW.”

I didn’t wait for a second warning.

I stumbled over my own feet trying to reach the doorknob, tumbling inside as I slammed the door behind me. My heart was pounding so loud I could hear it in my ears. I pressed my face against the distorted glass of the door. I could see him.

Jake was in Hailey’s yard now. His eyes locked on the bike.

He grabbed the handlebars and started to walk away with it.

Moments later, Hailey stormed out of her house, yelling, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?! That’s my bike!”

Jake turned to her, venom in his voice.

“You really want to do this?” he growled. “You’re accusing me of stealing my own bike? I’ve got it on VIDEO-you stole it off my front porch!”

I could barely breathe. My hands were shaking.

She didn’t know him. She didn’t know what he was capable of.

He moved fast-too fast. His fist flew like lightning, and I heard the impact from across the yard.

Hailey screamed as she hit the ground.

I bolted into the kitchen, ripped open the freezer, grabbed an ice pack, and flew out the door. The sun wasn’t even fully up yet, and already the day was bleeding.

By the time I reached her, others were spilling out of the house-Lee, Jesse, some of the guests. Jake was already gone, pedaling up Washington like the devil himself was on his heels.

But the damage was done.

Hailey was crumpled on the lawn, clutching her cheek, tears flooding down her face. I dropped to my knees beside her, pressing the ice pack gently to her skin.

And just like that, the peace was over.

The next moments came like a flash of lightning-blinding, fast, and impossible to stop.

Someone made a call, and within minutes, an old red truck came tearing around the corner, tires screeching like an alarm. It slammed to a stop in front of Hailey’s, engine still growling. A tall, bulky man jumped out, his face thundercloud-dark as he sprinted toward the yard.

“What the hell happened?” he demanded.

The story flew from their mouths in waves-Hailey’s voice emotional, Lee’s clipped, others chiming in with bits and pieces. But what stuck wasn’t the truth. It was the version of it. A version where Hailey was the victim-and Jake was the full-blown villain.

He was a villain, no doubt about that. Anyone who knew Jake knew exactly what he was capable of. He never hid it. Hell, he bragged about it-about the fights, the fear he inspired, the women he’d “put in their place.” Repercussions didn’t exist in Jake’s world. He walked through life like consequences were beneath him.

And I said nothing to challenge it.

Not because I agreed with the twisting of facts-

But because I needed to make sure Hailey was okay.

Because I remembered the sting of his fists.

I watched as Lee, the big guy from the truck, and a few others piled in and sped off toward Washington. I knew they weren’t going far. Jake’s house was just four blocks away.

Hailey, now trembling, lit cigarette after cigarette. I didn’t have any left to spare, but others in the house did. She was being taken care of, at least for the moment. My part in the chaos was over-for now.

I went inside, asked my mother to watch Xander and Rose. She didn’t even ask why. She’d been standing at the window the whole time, soaking it in like some trashy soap opera brought to life. If anything, she wanted me gone, so she could keep watching without interruption.

I slung my messenger bag over my shoulder-the one that always held my journal and tarot deck-and stepped out into the sun.

I didn’t go far. Just downtown. Just long enough to exhale. The air was warm without being stifling, and the brick buildings of Sedalia stood like tired sentries, watching me as I passed.

I was just crossing in front of First Baptist when I saw him.

Jake.

My pulse stuttered in my throat, legs already shifting to walk the other way when his voice sliced the air.

“Hey! Can we talk?”

I stopped. I knew better than to run. Physically, I couldn’t have outrun him even if I tried. Two kids, depression, and years of survival weight made sure of that. And Jake-short, stocky, carved from the kind of muscle you don’t get at a gym-had been military once. He still carried himself like he was marching toward a kill.

I turned, sharp and defensive. “What the hell do you want? I need to get home to my kids.”

His brown eyes locked onto mine. “You can come over for a bit. We need to talk.”

I scoffed and started walking away, but his hand shot out, grabbing my arm. Not hard-yet-but enough to stop me. His fingers dug into the meat of my forearm, a pressure that said don’t make me repeat myself.

“Fine,” I muttered. “But not long.”

We walked in tense silence. From Sixth to Washington, then through the alley behind his house. I followed him into the backyard, then through the rear door, my heart ticking like a bomb. The last time I’d been in this house was seven years ago. The contrast made my skin crawl.

Inside, Jake pulled up the security footage-Hailey, clear as day, walking onto his porch and taking the bike.

“I didn’t think you lied,” I said, voice steady. “You’re not one for dishonesty.”

He turned and looked at me. “I just wanted you to see it.”

I rolled my eyes and turned away. His hand caught my chin, forcing me to look at him.

“You know I don’t like when you do that.”

His tone was low and full of warning. Familiar. Dangerous.

I pulled away. “I need to get home to my kids.”

He sighed. “Can you come by later? After they’re asleep?”

“We’ll see,” I said, already knowing I wouldn’t.

I walked out the front door without looking back. Every step away from that house felt like a fight against gravity. Against memory. Against the part of me that still didn’t trust I was safe.

By the time I turned down my street, I was already sprinting up the concrete steps that sliced between the houses. I passed into Hailey’s backyard and saw her there-leaning against the red truck, a cigarette dangling from her fingers.

I joined her.

The door to the shack creaked open, and a new face stepped out. Tall, freckled, stocky in a city-boy kind of way. He looked around my age-early to mid-twenties-but the weight he carried in his eyes made him feel older.

He walked up to the truck, casual, curious. “What happened earlier?”

He didn’t really care. You could tell. But Hailey didn’t mind.

She launched into the story, spinning it loud and raw, about getting punched and her friend going to “kick some ass.” Her hands flew as she talked, cigarette smoke curling in front of her like stage fog.

I laughed softly.

I didn’t tell her I’d just been there.

Didn’t tell her what Jake said.

Didn’t say a word about the video.

Some truths weren’t worth unpacking. Not yet.

The freckled guy laughed with her, and then turned to me.

“I’m Colton,” he said, smiling.

And just like that-

The storm changed direction.
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Chapter 2: Smoke Signals
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"I'm Colton," he said, stepping closer.

There was a glint in his eye-one that made something in my stomach twist. Not the kind of twist that came with nerves or curiosity, but the kind that whispered, you’ve seen this before.

I shifted on my feet.

“Hi,” I said flatly, turning my attention back to Hailey as she launched into another dramatic retelling of the morning. She was animated, her hands cutting through the air like punctuation, her voice bold enough to make it all feel a little less real.

Colton stood there a moment longer, waiting for a pause before cutting in.

“Hey, you got a smoke?”

My mouth went dry.

I had been fiending for one ever since I left Jake’s house. The tension was still crawling under my skin like ants. I’d planned to bum one off Hailey the second the moment was right. But just as I opened my mouth to ask, she reached into her pack-the pack I’d given her the night before-and pulled out the last one.

One cigarette. She handed it to Colton.

And then she crushed the pack in her hand, the sound of crumpling cellophane loud in the quiet of the yard.

I exhaled hard, irritation curling out of me like smoke I didn’t have. My eyes narrowed as Colton lit up without so much as a nod of thanks. He took a drag and turned, walking back toward the shack like he owned the place.

Hailey caught the look on my face and gave me one of her own.

“He never seems to say thank you when asking, does he?”

I raised an eyebrow. “He’s asked before?”

She nodded, glancing toward the door he’d just disappeared through.

“All the time. Maybe six times already today.” It was barely eight in the morning.

I rolled my eyes and pulled my bag tighter on my shoulder. “I’m headed up to Fav Trip,” I said. “I need a damn pack now.”

“Hold on,” Hailey said, fishing her wallet from her back pocket. She handed me a crumpled twenty. “Can you get me a carton? Keep the extra for yourself, grab whatever you want.” “Thanks,” I said, pocketing the bill.

Cancer stix, earned the old-fashioned way-through crisis, chaos, and secondhand tension.

I turned and started down the sidewalk, already picturing the relief of that first inhale.

But in the back of my mind, the glint in Colton’s eye still lingered.

It was small. Barely worth noticing.

But something about it told me this wasn’t the last time I’d feel uneasy around him.

Not by a long shot.

The days moved slow on Second Street-but Colton didn’t.

The more he came out of that shack, the more the neighborhood shifted. Hailey started venting, first just in passing, then with growing frustration. “He’s always mooching cigarettes,” she’d mutter. “Never asks with respect. Just expects.”

My mother hated him even more.

If he got too close to the house-just stepped near the edge of the porch to check the mail-she’d throw open the door and unleash hell.

“Get away from my house, you peeping Tom!”

She’d stare him down from the threshold like a hawk guarding its nest. It was one of the only times I ever saw her venom directed at someone other than me. And for that, I was quietly grateful.

Let her be mad at Colton.

It was a nice break.

It wasn’t until a week after Colton and Becky moved in that I finally had a full conversation with them.

They told me they’d moved up from Stover after their house “accidentally” burned down.

But the way they looked at each other when they said it-the shared smirk, the flicker of pride-it made my stomach twist.

They didn’t try to hide it.

They told the story like it was a punchline.

“We were behind on rent,” Becky said casually. “So we came up with this plan. Just packed the important stuff in bags ahead of time. Waited for the right moment.”

“Slipped some paper into the breaker box,” Colton added, lighting up like it was funny. “Rigged a wire to catch it. Then we ‘went out to eat.’”

Their voices were light. Like it wasn’t real. Like their house going up in flames was a story they could tell to pass the time.

They forgot the cats, though. Becky’s cats died in that fire.

But Colton had his dog-Snowball. A massive, blind white Pyrenees who stuck close to him like a shadow.

When the story was done, they turned to me like it was just another day and asked, “Got a smoke?”

I looked them over-Colton, just shy of six foot, stocky with red hair and that weirdly unreadable bluish-green gaze. His shirt was too big, like it was hiding something. Becky was a little shorter than me, with dirty blonde hair, blue eyes, and a round frame that softened her otherwise sharp tone.

I didn’t have much, but I lifted the half-smoked roll-up I was working on, held between my fingers. “Book of Mormon,” I said with a grin. “We’re in the thick of scripture season.”

They blinked, confused.

Hailey came up behind them just then, catching the tail end of it. She didn’t hesitate-asked me for a cigarette, and I obliged.

I reached into my bag, pulled out my pouch of tobacco, then ripped a blank page from the front of a worn Book of Mormon. My hands were quick, precise. Cut. Roll. Twist.

She took it without question, lit it, and puffed. Colton and Becky stared like I’d just performed a ritual.

“You want me to roll one for y’all too?” I asked, sweetly smug.

They shook their heads, muttering something about “sniping” and wandered off in search of half-smoked butts.

Hailey chuckled. “They’ll learn. When those new ordinances hit, they’ll understand not to be so picky.”

I nodded. She wasn’t wrong.

The next morning around ten, Colton approached me again, looking sheepish.

“Can you show us how to roll with Bible paper?”

I followed them to the shack, bag slung over my shoulder, already lighting a fresh rollie of my own.

“I don’t roll the scriptures,” I said, voice steady. “Just the blank pages and covers. I might be broke, but I’m not blasphemous.”

I showed them the technique-cutting the paper, holding it firm, rolling it smooth. Colton caught on quick. He didn’t really need help. Said he was used to rolling fat blunts and “pregnant guppies.”

They asked if I smoked weed.

“Can’t,” I said. “I got kids. I need to keep my mind sharp. I don’t have the luxury of zoning out.”

They nodded like they got it. Maybe they did. Maybe not.

That’s when Becky spoke up. “You should bring your kids over. We could all watch a movie or something.”

Her voice was warm, but I felt a chill anyway. I glanced at Colton-his shoulders tensed, his eyes flicking to mine, then away.

I remembered that cigarette he took from Hailey without a word.

Something about the way he stood made my skin crawl.

Still, I smiled. “Sure,” I said. “They’d love that.”

Colton grinned.  I glared.

Looking back at it now, they didn’t seem dangerous. Not at first. Just broke, blunt, and far too comfortable telling stories that should’ve made their voices shake.

But there was something in the way they looked at destruction-like it was just a clever trick.

Something in how they watched people. Like predators sizing up prey, smiling while they did it.

They claimed they were for peace.

It was only later I realized-their version of peace meant painting themselves as the victim in every chapter of their lives... and turning everyone else into the villain.

They didn’t argue. They isolated.

They didn’t fight. They manipulated.

They twisted truth, planted seeds, and poisoned roots.

I didn’t know then how far things would go.

But I felt it. Deep in my bones.

The same place that remembered Jake.

The same place that never stopped bracing for the next hit.

I should’ve listened to my gut. I should’ve walked away.

But I didn’t.

And I was about to make the most grievous mistake of my life.

––––––––
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I HAD SAID YES.

I brought Xander and Rose over to the shack that evening, their tiny hands curled in mine, excited by the idea of popcorn and a movie. We picked Uptown Girls-something light, something with just enough color and chaos to hold their attention. It worked. The kids were glued to the TV, eyes wide and still.

Becky and I shared the couch, and for the first thirty minutes, everything seemed okay. We laughed at the right scenes. Shared a few glances when the movie got sappy. It felt... normal.

Then Colton’s phone lit up.

The name across the screen: Candice.

He stared at it for a moment before answering and stepping into the other room. His voice was low-tense-but when he came back, something about him had changed. His grip on the phone was tight, knuckles pale and hard. Anger simmered just beneath his skin, rising in waves even as he tried to mask it.

He didn’t say anything about the call.

He just threw himself down on the couch-right next to me. His thigh pressed against mine.

I stiffened.

Slowly, I scooted away, pulling Xander beside me and lifting Rose into my lap. I wasn’t about to make a scene, but I wasn’t going to let my guard down either. Not with him.

Something about Colton made my skin crawl. There was a heat to his presence, but not the good kind. It was the kind that makes you instinctively move away before you understand why.

He stretched out his arm behind me, resting it on the back of the couch.

Not touching me-not quite-but close enough to feel it like a threat.

I cleared my throat and turned to Becky. “Hey... we’ll have to finish this later. I need to get home and make dinner for the kids.”

Becky looked disappointed, but she nodded. “Yeah, sure. We can finish it another night.”

Colton raised an eyebrow. “Enjoy your night,” he said.

It sounded innocent enough.

But it made my stomach twist.

There was something about the way he said it-like a challenge dressed up as courtesy.

Becky, I could tolerate. She was blunt, maybe a little manipulative, but she hadn’t tried to force herself into my space. But Colton...

I didn’t like him.

Not then and as far as I was concerned...Not ever.

The next day, Hailey pulled me aside.

“We’re leaving,” she said, her voice low but firm. “Lee’s not doing well. I think the mold in this house is making him sick. I need to get him out of here.”

I didn’t say anything right away.

I just stood there, stunned, with cold wind brushing across my cheeks like a warning.

I knew it was the right thing for her to do. But I also knew what it meant. That everything was about to shift again. And not in a good way.

“I’ll help,” I said finally.

We packed one box at a time, hands numb from the cold, breath clouding in the air between us. The winter of 2018 was creeping toward 2019, and everything felt heavy.

She didn’t say much at first. Just worked. But as the minutes ticked by, she started voicing her concerns. Not about the house. About my house.

About my mother.

“She’s off,” Hailey said softly. “Mean. Unpredictable. You okay over there?”

I hesitated. Then told her.

I told her about the incident with the Raid-how I’d caught my mother spraying it directly onto my cigarettes. How, when I confronted her, she blew up like a bomb that had been waiting years to detonate.

And then came the car.

The next evening, while I was waiting for Xander to come out of kindergarten, standing just outside the school by my mom’s car, she tapped the gas. That’s all it took. The 2006 Ford Taurus jolted forward and slammed into me, sending me flying. My body hit the ground hard, my pants tore open at the knees, and my boots scraped across the pavement, rubber skidding like a scream.

She tried to say it was an accident.

But the cameras at Washington Elementary caught the whole damn thing.

Everyone was concerned.

But no one called the cops.

It was Hailey and Lee who told me what happened from the outside-how their friend Stacy had mentioned it, how they watched the footage and knew my mother was lying.

Hailey looked at me then-really looked at me-and said, “If you ever need to get away, you can come to my place. Anytime.”

I smiled, even though my hands were still shaking from the cold and the memory. “You’re an amazing friend,” I told her.

She smiled back and handed me another box.

We loaded the last of her things into the bed of her friend’s old red pickup. The wind picked up, whipping through the skeleton trees. The kind of cold that stung your skin and got into your bones.

Before she left, Hailey turned and looked at me. “Anything I left behind-if you want it, it’s yours.”

I nodded, heart too heavy to speak.

And then she was gone.

The truck disappeared down the old brick road, tailgate rattling, exhaust fogging the air behind it. And with every foot it put between us, I felt more alone.

I stood there long after the taillights vanished. Pants torn. Boots scuffed. Tears burning behind my eyes.

The only person who had offered me shelter was now gone.

And I was still here.

With Colton.

With Becky.

And my mother.

The days blurred together after Hailey left.

The cold swallowed everything.

It was early 2019, and Missouri had become frostbitten hell. One blizzard after another buried the town in silence and ice. The kind of cold that bit through coats and pressed its weight into your bones. Most days, we stayed inside. There wasn’t much else to do.

But I found a new refuge.

Stacy-Hailey and Lee’s friend-moved into their old house with her boyfriend, Zack. It felt like a quiet, accidental blessing. Stacy was pagan, like me. Zack was too. Finally, someone who understood. Someone I could speak to without translation.

We talked about everything-D.I.D., spellwork, tarot, protection wards, shadow work. I gifted Stacy a tarot deck I’d once loved but no longer used: Spirit Song. She held onto some of my pagan supplies too, keeping them safe in their new house.

Most afternoons, once the kids were fed and warm, I would slip across the frozen yard and into their living room, letting the scent of incense and candle wax calm my nerves. It was sacred space. It was the only space that felt safe anymore.

Then came February.

One morning, Colton and Becky announced they were going out “sniping.” That meant looking for discarded cigarette butts. They’d bundle up in layers and stalk the curbs for half-smoked relief.

It was slick that day-ice layering every surface like glass.

As they crossed the yard, Becky slipped. Her foot shot out from beneath her, and she grabbed at the nearest thing to catch herself: the spoiler on the back of my mother’s old 2006 Ford Taurus.

Zack and Stacy saw it happen from their porch-Becky’s hand grabbing the spoiler, the plastic giving way slightly as she stumbled.

It wasn’t her fault.

The spoiler hadn’t been properly secured since my cousin installed it.

But that didn’t matter.

My mother found out. And in true form, she didn’t ask questions.

She called the police.

Said Colton and Becky were trying to break into her car.

She knew what she was doing. And so did we.

I wasn’t allowed to speak up. Not in my own house. Not even about the truth.

My mother told everyone I was slow. Said I was mentally handicapped. Repeated it enough that people started to believe it. But I wasn’t.

I had a speech impediment-one born of trauma, not lack of thought. My words just got caught sometimes, trapped between fear and throat. But my mind was clear. Sharper than they ever gave me credit for.

Still, I stayed quiet.

Because every time Becky or Colton did something-anything-my mother found a way to punish them. She didn’t care about logic or fairness. Just revenge.

She would scream. She would call the cops. She would make scenes that never needed making. Colton started his car to go to work-she called the police.

He came to the mailbox-his mailbox-and she called again.

By early March, it had become routine.

But that time, when the cops came knocking on Colton and Becky’s door, it nearly backfired.

Colton opened the door, and a thick cloud of weed smoke rolled out, curling in the cold air, straight into the officers’ faces.

They coughed. Waved it away. Eyes narrowing. But they weren’t there for that.

They were there because of her-again.

Colton stood half-inside the frame, his body blocking the door. Holding it steady against his hip, trying to keep them from seeing the mess just behind him.

Behind that door was everything:


•  His weed tray

•  Pipes and wraps

•  Scales

•  Loose bags of weed



All sitting in plain view. He wasn’t slick. He was just lucky.

The cops didn’t push it. They just warned him: “Avoid her. Don’t go near that house.”

He nodded. Agreed. And the tension kept simmering.

But every Friday evening, as the sun dipped below the edge of the rooftops, I would bake. Fresh loaves of challah, warm and soft, braided with care and brushed with honeyed egg wash.

It was the one ritual I still had that felt holy.

And once they cooled just enough, I would wrap one in cloth, press it to my chest, and walk it across the frozen ground-from my house to theirs.

I never said much when I handed it over. Just smiled. Just gave.

Because even when I had no power, I had choice. And sometimes, kindness is its own quiet rebellion.

It was sometime in January, late evening-the kind of Missouri cold that nipped through thin fabric but hadn’t quite snowed yet. The loaf of challah was still warm in my hands, wrapped in a dish towel patterned with faded sunflowers. I didn’t really want to take it over. But something in me-it might’ve been guilt, or just politeness-said I should. After everything.

I walked the short distance to the shack where Colton and Becky stayed. The porch light was out. The only light came from a flickering streetlamp behind the house, casting long, skeletal shadows across the gravel.

The door creaked open.

Colton stepped out shirtless, arms crossed lazily over his chest like he’d been expecting me.

His skin caught the pale yellow light, and I kept my eyes locked on his face-not because I wanted to, but because I didn’t want to see anything else. His body wasn’t anything remarkable. He looked like a guy who spent more time smoking than working out. Soft in places, almost puffy. Like someone who let life happen to him more than he lived it.

Still, the way he looked at me made my stomach tighten.

He scanned me-not just looked, but scanned, like he was cataloguing skin and curve and opportunity.

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, the plastic soles of my sandals whispering against the concrete. I extended the loaf toward him, my hands quick, businesslike. I just wanted to hand it off and go.

“Here,” I said. “Thought you two might like some.”

He took the challah without breaking eye contact.

I turned to leave, already half a step into my escape when his voice sliced through the air.

“You know...”

I stopped. The tone in his voice wasn’t friendly. It was low and slick-like oil seeping under a closed door.

My spine stiffened. The hairs on the back of my neck rose, electric with unease.

“You look good in that shirt.”

My lips parted, unsure what to say. I glanced down instinctively. I was wearing a black tankini top with white polka dots-innocent, summery, something I’d thrown on without thinking twice. But now, under his gaze, it felt indecent.

I suddenly felt too visible. Too soft. Too alone.

“Umm... okay? Thank you... I think,” I muttered, each word slower than the last.

He smirked.

Then he nodded his chin toward the streetlight behind him. “I can see everything under the streetlight...”

His eyes flicked downward as if to confirm the direction of his thoughts, then back to my face.

I instinctively wrapped my arms across my chest, a barrier I knew wouldn’t actually protect me but gave me the illusion of armor.

He laughed-short, sharp, amused at my reaction.

“I enjoyed the view.”

He turned and disappeared into the shack, the door swinging shut behind him like the snap of a trap resetting.

I stood there for a breath too long. Not because I wanted to, but because I didn’t trust my knees yet.

Because something in me knew that wasn’t a compliment-it was a test. A warning. A reminder.

And I hated that my body had been made a punchline again. A trophy. A threat.

I walked home with clenched fists and burning cheeks.

And the challah smell lingered on my hands like shame.

In February 2019, Zack and Stacy moved out-without a word. No one knew they were gone until I knocked on their door. “Zack? It’s Aslyn.” No answer. Silence.

For the next few days, the house next door was eerily quiet. Still. Then, around 2 A.M., I was jolted awake by a loud bang. I shot up from a dead sleep, heart pounding, and looked out my window-once my safe haven-and saw flashlights darting through their house.

I remember Mom making the call. “Yes, this is Vena. There is someone breaking into the house next door.” I remember calling too. I don’t know which of us got through first.
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