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t pillow, his eye
3h his mind was far from the

walls surrounding him and the sharp tone of
his friend’s voice.

“Seriously, Ryan, what were you thinking?” Alex’s
voice cut through the silence like a blade. ;
Throwing yourself into danger like that? For what?
To play the hero? You could've died!”

Ryan didn't respond, his gaze unfocused. His
friend, Alex, paced the small room, his expression
a mix of anger and worry. The irritation in his voice
was apparent, but Ryan barely registered it. He
had long zoned out of his friend’s ceaseless

scolding.

Two days. He had been conscious for two days
now, and though he had been assured that Estelle
and Hunter were alive and safe -though Hunter
was said to have sustained a gunshot wound and
was still hospitalized - still, Ryan couldn’t shake




 blinked, his gaze finally shifting to his friend. :

- “Of course, you weren't” Alex huffed. “Why did |
think you were when all you've done since you
regained consciousness is mope? Do you even
know how worried | was? Do you even care how
close you came to not making it? How lucky you

are to be alive? Do you..."

Ryan's jaw tightened, and he closed his eyes,
taking a slow, deep breath. Alex’s words were
meant to be a jolt back to reality. They were
supposed to scare him, to make him grateful for a
life he'd almost lost. But they only fueled the anger
simmering in his heart. He had risked everything
for Estelle, and though he hadn't done it for

gratitude, her absence still stung.

“..and yet..
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‘i\dr Hayes,” Anna greeted softly. She stepped

" further into the room, her husband trailing behind
her. Both wore expressions of gratitude mixed
with exhaustion.

Ryan pushed himself up slightly, wincing at the
sharp pain that shot through his side.

“No, no, don't move,” Anna said in panic. She
hurried toward Ryan only after setting down the

small bouquet she had brought for him gently on
the bedside table.

Ryan nodded, relaxing back, while Alex couldnt
help but roll his eyes before looking away from the

scene unfolding before him.

“Thank you” Anna began, her voice warm but tight-




tly, and she cleared her throat, |
osure returning. “We'll never be able to |

Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his lying position,
his gaze briefly shifting from Anna to Christian,
who nodded solemnly but remained silent. The
gratitude in their eyes should have felt reassuring,
but all Ryan could focus on was the gnawing

question clawing at his chest.
He hesitated before asking, “How is she?"

Anna and Christian exchanged a glance, and
Ryan's heart sank at the brief silence that followed

his question.

“She’s... fine,” Anna said at last, her voice careful,
her eyes flickering with hesitation before she
~ spoke again. “She left the country yesterday.”

| Ryan froze. The gravity of her words hit him




e murmured, though the words tasted bitter.

Anna reached out as if to touch his hand but
stopped herself, pulling back instead. “Thank you,’
she said quietly, her hands clasped in front of her,
her heart heavy with guilt. “We're truly thankful for
everything.”

Ryan only nodded stiffly, his gaze dropping to the
blanket covering him. He didn't trust himself to

speak.

With that, Anna and Christian turned to leave,

murmuring another round of thanks.

Ryan sat there, frozen, unable to process what he
had just heard. But just as they reached the door,
Anna paused and glanced back, her eyes meeting
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ind her way again.”

3  And with that, Anna turned and left the room, the
door clicking shut behind her.

Ryan stared at the shut door, his mind racing. The
silence that followed was heavy, broken only by

the rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor.

“Why didn't you tell me?” Ryan's voice cut through
the silence like a knife.

Alex blinked, startled. “Tell you what?”

“That she came,” Ryan snapped, his frustration
boiling over. “That she was here when | was

unconscious.”

Alex shrugged nonchalantly, leaning off the wall to
take a seat in the available chair near the window.

“Didn't think it was important.”




ide that for me.” he growled. ‘I needed to
“To know what?" Alex interrupted, his voice rising.
“That the woman you're obsessing over couldn't
even stick around to see if you'd wake up? What

good does that do to you, huh? Because all | see

about her is trouble.”

Ryan stared at him, disbelief and anger flashing on
his face. “You don't understand,” he said, his voice

low but trembling with emotion.

“You're right. | don't,” Alex retorted, standing up. “I
don't understand what she’s done to get you all
tangled up like this to the extent you almost get
yourself killed for her, but you need to stop this
nonsense. You nearly died for her, Ryan. And for
what?” i

“That's not what happened,” Ryan




~ Asthe door clicked shut behind him, Ryanclosed
his eyes, the room once again fell into silence. But gL
this time, the silence felt heavier, the weight of his
friend’s harsh but honest words pressing on him.

Yet, even with that, he couldn't let go of the one

name of the woman who had somehow crawled

into his heart in a way he could never understand
or describe.

Estelle.
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