fear or forced submission; it lives in the heart, in
places you never bothered to reach. What you
wanted, what you demanded — that’s the one

thing you never earned.

The clattering sound of spoons against plates
echoed loudly in the tense room. Hunter stared

down, focusing on taking small bites, trying to
ignore the tension simmering in the air. He had
dreaded coming to his parents’ house tonight. His
mother had insisted on a family dinner to
celebrate her birthday, and despite his reluctance,
he hadn’t been able to turn her down. But the
thought of sitting at the same table as his father,
breathing the same air in such proximity, made his
skin crawl. It wasn't fear that unsettled him but

something much darker and bitter. Every time they

were in a room together, it was only a matter of




‘obvious attempt to lighten the mood, though no
one was listening.

Dave, whose role in the family was often
overlooked, sat quietly beside Hunter, looking
uncomfortable as he swallowed his food. The
tension in the room seemed to wrap around his
throat, making each bite hard to swallow. He
couldn’t decide which was worse - enduring the
obvious tension between the father and son or
Sarah's chatter that zipped past everyone's ears.
Dave often felt pity for Sarah; he could usually

escape when Paul and Hunter's arguments began,

but tonight, he was trapped.

Paul, on the other hand, was silent,
absentmindedly munching on his food. It was only

a matter of time before he found somethi‘ng |

hurtful to say to Hunter, triggering the fami
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Sarah's chatter stopped abruptly, her mouth opefr S
in shock as her eyes darted from Paul to Hunter.
Dave's hand froze on his fork, unwilling to look up,

|
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as if bracing for the inevitable.

Hunter's fork halted mid-air, his jaw clenching as
he fought to control the anger surging through
him. He took a deep breath, resisting the urge to
respond. Paul's disdain for Estelle was nothing
new, though he rarely expressed it directly. If you
looked closely, you could see the disgust lurking
behind his eyes whenever her name was
mentioned. Paul had once seen Estelle as an
asset to be exploited, but when she didn't turn out
as he'd hoped, his hidden contempt emerged. Yet,
hearing him speak so coldly about her recent

attack struck a nerve.

"She’s always drawn to trouble, that one;” Paul
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“family. It's a relief she's out of our lives. Yourethe
one who cut the ties, after all, and I'm glad you

didn't listen to me for once’”

Hunter's jaw clenched, his mind flashing back to
the night of the attack. He remembered Estelle’s
pale face, the faint bruises on her neck. The
memory stirred something protective and
resentful within him, a twist of anger - that
shouldn't be there, at the thought of someone
daring to hurt her—and now, a bitter suspicion
began creeping in about who might have been

responsible.

For a while, he had fixated on Ryan. It wasn'
purely jealousy—though that was partly true—but
because Ryan had appeared just when Estelle

needed someone. Men usually avoided women

with pasts like Estelle’s, but Ryan was always
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“You're awfully comfortable saying such things ':'!";'.
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about someone you were once desperate for me: ”
to marry,” Hunter muttered, a challenge in histone.
Paul leaned backward in his seat, sneering. “Well,

it's a good thing you didn't listen to me, isn't it?”

He chuckled darkly, and Hunter clenched his fists
under the table. “She was an asset who failed to

win your heart, and you failed as a businessman. A
real pair, the two of you, always dragging trouble
onto yourselves,” Paul mocked, gingerly sipping

his drink.

Hunter felt his pulse quicken, the calm he'd tried
to maintain starting to c***k. The room seemed to
close in, and finally, the words he'd been holding in

escaped him.




g rage.

"What did you just say?” Paul’s voice was deadly i

quiet.

Hunter's gaze remained unflinching. I said, did
you have anything to do with Estelle’s attack?
You're petty and greedy enough to go after her. It

wouldn’t surprise me if you did."

A dark flush spread across Paul’s face, his mouth
tightening as he regarded his son with barely
concealed fury. “How dare you? You think I'd stoop

so low for someone as unimportant as her?”

Hunter let out a bitter laugh. “I think you'd do
anything to get your way. You've meddled in my
life, ruined my marriage, and pushed me to the
edge time and again. This would be just one more

thing to you, wouldn' it? Especially since she wa,s).v

the main reason behind your son's downfall”

i3

[}
»

involved in the attack as.




rYd Fd ) 4

‘ e'd buried now rising to the surface. “
\o, Mom. I'm done pretending this is normal. I'm ”
g/

o it

done listening to him tear people down just

because he always wants more.” His voice shook
with anger, the veins on his neck and forehead
visible. “If he can talk about Estelle like that,
someone he pretended to care about, | can't

ignore the possibility he could've hurt her”

Paul’s face darkened, and without warning, he
slapped Hunter, the impact echoing in the room.
Sarah gasped, covering her mouth as tears slid
down her cheeks, while Dave quickly got up to
help her away from the escalating scene. But she

clutched his hand instead, holding him in place.

The shock left Hunter stunned briefly, the sting on
his cheek sharp. He could taste blood on his lip,
but he refused to look away, his eyes locked onto

Paul’s with an intensity that held no fear.
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They stared each other down, neither willing to
back down. Finally, Paul growled, pointing to the
door. “Get out!”

Hunter stood, jaw clenched, still wearing the
smirk, however, with a glance at his mother, her
face pale with distress, her eyes soaked with
tears. He felt a pang of guilt for disrupting her
birthday. But he couldn’t stay, not here, not with a

father who would speak so heartlessly.

Without another word, Hunter turned and walked
out, the sting on his cheek and the ache in his

chest a reminder of his mother’s birthday now

ruined.
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