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a. Hunter felt as though he were

FE

1 endless void, weightless yet crushed byan i

' invisible force. There was no sound, no light, only
" the cold grip of emptiness that sent him spiralling

into fear.
Where was he? he wondered. Is he dead?

But then. faintly, he heard something -a rhythmic
beeping, distant and irreqular. It was both
comforting and terrifying, yet it kept growing
fainter instead of louder as if he were falling into a

bottomless pit.

Suddenly, the darkness shifted, and images burst
forth like shards of broken glass, each reflecting a

fragment of his life.

The first memory was vivid; it felt real. twas a
scene he had once lived, one he clearly
remembered. He noted every detail. It was that
night. He was a boy again, standing in his father's
office, the scent of polished wood and cigar
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~ Young Hunter clenched his fists, his heart

pounding with both fear and defiance. He had just
lost a competition at school - a simple race - and
instead of comforting him, Paul had berated him
in front of his peers. Why? Because, apparently,
Hunter losing to the son of one of Paul’s
competitors made Paul look weak. It was a stupid
logic, but it was Paul’s logic. Hunter being weak

would reflect poorly on Paul, and Paul despised

weakness.

"You think the world cares about your tears? No, it

doesn’t. All the world wants to see is how strong

you can be. That's when they’ll look up to you. So
grow up. They won't respect you when you act
weak " He slammed his hand hard on the desk,
making Hunter jolt slightly. His head stayed
bowed, his fists clenched in a mix of fear and
anger.




~ wouldn't have irritated Hunter so much every time:
his father mentioned his and Estelle’s union if it
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weren't clear that Paul saw Estelle solely as an
addition to his wealth. To Paul, she was more of a

transaction than a human being, and it infuriated

Hunter.

“That is your plan, not mine,” Hunter said defiantly,
finally meeting his father's burning gaze. “l don't
have the slightest urge to win her interest.” He
knew that acting stubborn wouldn't deter his
father's greed, but he wasn't about to give in to
Paul’'s wishes. If marrying Estelle was Paul’s
lifelong goal, then Hunter would ensure that the
dream never came true. He would do everything in
his power to make Estelle hate him, even if it
killed him.

The memory blurred into another, and Hunter

found himself seated in the garden. The sunlight

shone on the leaves, making them glow und

_harsh rays. But Hunter's attentio
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[és raughter rang out hke music. Her
| 'chocolate-brown hair caught the light as she spun;

in circles in her flowy dress, her laughter infectious
as she teased Dave.

“Come on, Hunter!” she called, her eyes sparkling
with mischief as she beckoned him to join them. *

You can't stay serious forever. Even moody Dave is
having fun, right?”

He smiled the stubborn urge to defy his father
momentarily forgotten. She was his sanctuary, his
escape from the storm his father had built within
him. She was the little girl he once loved, carefree
and full of life. He stepped toward her, but as he
reached out to touch her, the scene darkened. Her

laughter faded, replaced by the sound of sobs.

“Why would you do that to me?” Estelle’s voice

broke through the darkness, tremblmg with paln '




just a memory replaying in his head. His younger
self didn't answer. He couldn't, and Hunter knew
why. The truth was both bitter and unreasonable to
admit - but it was the truth. He had steeled his
heart against her long ago, consumed by his
desire to defy his father and prove him wrong.
Because of that, he had resorted to various acts to
hurt Estelle, to push her away, but she wouldn't
budge. It was as if she were truly blinded by love,
and that's why he had used Carla. Although that
was his initial intention, affection had eventually

woven its way into his relationship with Carla.

The image of Estelle’s heartbreak lingered as the
memory faded once more. Hunter found himself
back in the void, but this time he wasn't alone. A
shadowy figure loomed before him, its form
indistinct yet hauntingly familiar.

“Pathetic,” the figure hissed, its voice a distc

echo of Paul's mixed with his.
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its presence suffocating.
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~ “You've failed everyone, haven't you? Estelle

~ child. Even yourself.”




voice mocked. “Face it," it sneered, its tone
animalistically cold. “You let your pride ruin
everything. You're the reason Dave's father died.
You're the reason Estelle lost her child. You
destroyed everything when you allowed your greed

to defy your father's wishes and rule over your
emotions.”

“No.” Hunter murmured, the words hitting him like
a blow to the gut. He crumbled to the floor as
images flashed before him. The figure, whatever it
was, was right. He had made mistake after
mistake, and now he was paying the price. He truly
wasn't different from his father - worse, to be
precise. His urge to defy Paul had blinded him so
much that he ignored the right decisions and

chose wrong, all to spite his father.

“vou don't deserve to live,” the figure sneg'
You're better off letting go.” ’

- The shadow began

his be




But then, through the suffocating darkness, he
heard a voice.

“Be brave and live, even when everything seems

scary.” a voice soft and desperate whispered.

It was a voice he wasn't expecting in the void of
his mind - his mother’s voice, full of desperation
for him to live. All his life, his mother had been
quiet when his father berated him. Yet Hunter had
never truly blamed her. She was his mother, after
all, and he tried to understand her reasons.
Despite her silence, her presence and love had

always been palpable.

The shadowy chains loosened slightly, and Hunter
clung to the sound, using it as a lifeline. Memories
of her flooded his mind - the way she used to hum
while trying to coax him to let go of his anger at
his father and sleep, the way her eyes:,-j‘j

she spoke about her dreams that nev
k e his father deem




‘and freedom.

In the operating room, the monitors let out a shrill
alarm.

“He's coding,” a nurse called urgently.

“Charge to 200, the surgeon ordered, pressing the

paddles against Hunter's chest.

“Clear!”

Hunter's body jolted, but the monitor remained
flat.

“Charge to 300,” the surgeon yelled again.

Hunter's body jolted again. For a moment, nothing

happened. Then -
Beep. Beep.

Hunter's eyes slowly opened, his vision blurry. '!'l’L b
sounds around him blurred together, dista T
37

faint. But one word slipped pa ips i “‘
whisper: | '
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