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CHAPTER 1
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Ashlee Hunt stood at Lake Roswell waterfall, looking down at the mountainside as she took pictures. One day, she is going to be the best photographer in the world, traveling and shooting celebrities. Maybe she would capture moments no one else could. 

Her dad, Doc Hunt bought her a brand-new, high-tech camera that cost over a thousand dollars. Ashlee guarded it like her life depended on it.

Doc Hunt already crazy. She didn’t want to give him a reason to go crazy, she thought.

“Look who we have here,” a deep voice said.

Ashlee snapped out of her thoughts and spun around so fast she gave herself whiplash. Her stomach dropped. Jackson Davis stood there. One of the most hated kids in school, flanked by his usual crew, Tiffany Pelham, Marlon Banks, Paula Riley, Dwayne Vick, and Michael Peyton straddling their bikes.

“Why are you standing there looking stupid?” Tiffany laughed as she hopped off her pink ten-speed. “You must be slow or something.”

“Leave me alone,” Ashlee said, panic creeping into her voice. She gathered her things and started to walk away.

“Don’t walk away from me while I’m talking to you!” Tiffany yelled, grabbing Ashlee’s arm.

Ashlee yanked free, shoved Tiffany to the ground, and took off running.

“Get her!” Marlon shouted as they pedaled after her.

“Leave me alone! I haven’t done anything to you!” Ashlee screamed, her lungs burning as she ran for her life.

She crashed to the ground. Her leg tangled with a bike tire. Jackson ran her down. Ashlee kicked at the front wheel.

“Don’t kick my bike, you stupid idiot!” Jackson yelled as he jumped off and charged towards her.

Before he could hit her, Tiffany rushed up with a thick piece of wood in her hand. Ashlee tried to scramble up. Tiffany brought the wood down across her back.

“Stop it!” Ashlee screamed, trying to crawl away.

The others joined in with hard kicks to her ribs, back, and legs. Ashlee tried to protect her face, but the blows kept coming.

“Let’s kill her,” Paula said, grabbing a stick from the ground.

“Are you crazy?” Michael snapped. “I’m not killing anybody. I thought we planned to scare the living shit out of her.”

“Don’t be such a pussy, Michael,” Tiffany said. “This bitch thinks she’s better than us because her daddy owns the best doctor office in town.”

Tiffany swung a kick at Ashlee’s stomach. Ashlee caught her foot and shoved it away, sending Tiffany crashing to the ground. Ashlee staggered up and ran again, adrenaline surging through her broken body.

“You stupid bitch! Get her now!” Tiffany screamed as she scrambled up.

Jackson ran her down and grabbed Ashlee by her dark hair. Yanking her back so hard, her neck snapped.

“Please,” Ashlee cried. “Leave me alone. I don’t have anything. Let me go home. I won’t tell anybody.”

“Let me go home and I won’t tell anybody,” Paula mocked. Punching Ashlee square in the face, knocking her down.

The kicks came again, harder this time. Jackson’s foot slammed into her mouth, knocking her two front teeth onto the ground. Blood poured from her lips.

After several minutes of beating her almost to death, Tiffany turned to Marlon. “Go get it.”

“Go get what?” Marlon asked.

“The gas,” Tiffany said. “So, we can burn her body. Nobody needs to know about this but us.”

“I’ll get it from the treehouse,” Jackson said. Hopping back on his bike and riding off.

The others screamed and jumped around Ashlee’s body. Tiffany and Paula kicked dirt on her as they circled, chanting, “Ashlee’s gonna die tonight. Ashlee’s gonna die tonight.”

“Please, help me, Michael,” Ashlee whispered, weakly grabbing his pant leg.

Michael glanced down at her, guilt flashing across his face. “Maybe we should let her go,” he said. “This is wrong.”

“Here Michael goes again, being a pussy,” Tiffany sneered.

“Don’t be like her,” Marlon warned, stepping into Michael’s face. “Or we’ll get rid of you too.”

“So, what, you’re turning on me now?” Michael snapped. “Get out of my face before I bust your head. I’m not a pussy, and you won’t bully me like you do her.”

“Then stop trying to help her,” Tiffany said. “She’s nothing to us.”

Tiffany walked over and kicked Ashlee in the face one last time.

Ashlee lay motionless. She couldn’t move or speak. She kept her eyes closed, hoping they thought she was dead. Maybe everyone will leave. 

Then she remembered Jackson getting the gas.

This isn’t how she wanted to die. Not like this. Not so young.

Jackson returned with a small gas can. Michael shoved Marlon hard. “Get the hell out of my face.”

“You’re lucky Tiffany saved you,” Marlon growled. “I’m about to tear you a new asshole.”

“Sure,” Michael muttered.

“This is all we’ve got,” Jackson said, handing the jug to Tiffany.

“I’m not doing it,” Tiffany said, jerking her hand away.

“This came from you,” Jackson snapped, forcing the jug into her hand.

“I can’t believe y’all are scared to splash a little gas on this bitch,” Tiffany said. Pouring it all over Ashlee’s body.

Ashlee tried to crawl away, but her body wouldn’t respond.

“That’s not enough,” Jackson said.

“It’s enough,” Tiffany replied, then kissed him.

“Seriously?” Dwayne said. “We’ve got a girl covered in gas and you two wanna make out?”

“Who’s got matches or a lighter?” Tiffany asked.

“I’ve got matches,” Dwayne said, tossing them to her.

“Nope. I poured the gas. Somebody else burns the body.”

“Hell no,” Dwayne said, tossing them to Jackson.

“I’ll do it,” Jackson said, striking a match.

“I don’t want to die like this,” Ashlee sobbed. “Please.”

Jackson tossed the match.

Flames shot high into the air, knocking Jackson backward. Ashlee screamed, raw, piercing screams that cut through the woods. Everyone covered their ears as her body burned.

Then silence.

“The bitch is dead,” they chanted, laughing.

After a few minutes, the flames died.

“What happened?” Paula asked.

“Told you it wasn’t enough gas,” Jackson said. “I’m out.”

One by one, they fled.

Michael lingered, staring at Ashlee’s burned body. He grew sick, but fear won. As he turned to leave, Ashlee lifted her hand and moaned.

Their eyes met.

Michael froze, terror ripping through him. He fell scrambling for his bike, then jumped up and fled, leaving Ashlee alone.
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The woods behind Lake Roswell waterfall is quiet in the early morning. The air is thick with mist rising off the water. A chill crawled up his spine despite the steady rhythm of his jog.

He shouldn’t have been out there. His wife begged him not to run alone, but the trails before dawn helped clear his head. Bills. Deadlines. A baby crying late into the night. His world is too tight. Running gave him air.

His shoes squished through the soft ground as he pushed deeper into the woods. He rounded the familiar bend toward the waterfall, expecting the usual sight. Sunlight catching the spray, water roaring below.

Instead, a thin tendril of smoke drifted above the clearing.

At first, he assumed it was a careless camper. But the odor seemed wrong. It twisted his stomach and tightened his throat.

Then, the shape. It twitched.

Brett froze. The mist clinging to him like a second skin. His pulse hammered as he took a cautious step closer. A small body lay crumpled among the wet roots near the waterfall. Her clothes were torn and blackened. Skin blistered, burned.

A girl. A child.

She moved. Her arm jerked weakly. Her fingers scraped at the dirt as she clawed her way out of death itself.

“Hey! Hey!” Brett shouted, his voice cracking.

He scrambled down the slick, moss-covered slope, slipping as he reached her. With every step, the horror sharpened her tiny limbs. The burned fabric clung to her skin. The smoke curling around her like fingers.

Her eyes opened, swollen lids parting. A soft, broken moan escaped her lips.

“Hold on,” Brett stammered, pulling out his phone with trembling hands. His fingers slipped twice before he managed to dial 9-1-1.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“There’s a girl,” Brett choked out. “She’s hurt, burned. Please send someone to Lake Roswell waterfall. Hurry!”

“Sir, is she breathing?”

“Yes,” he said. “Oh God, please hurry!”

The girl stirred, her hand twitching toward him. Her fingertips brushed his wrist, trembling.

“Hey, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Don’t move. Help is coming.”

Struggled to inhale, each breath a rattling, broken sound. Her lips parted.

“Gas. Fire,” she rasped.

Brett swallowed hard, forcing his voice to be steady. “Save your strength. Please.”

Her small body shuddered, eyes fluttering weakly. Then she whispered one more word.

“Kids.”

“Kids?” Brett asked, leaning closer. “What kids? Who did this to you?” 

There was no answer. Her hand slipped from his grasp and fell limp into the dirt.

Brett’s chest tightened. He looked around, desperate for any clues. Any sign of who she was, something he could tell the paramedics. That’s when he appeared. Half-buried beneath her burnt arm was the corner of a melted plastic card. He nudged it free with one finger.

A scorched school ID badge cracked down the center. 

The name was still readable.

Ashley Hunt.

12th Grade – Roswell High

His breath caught. A name made her real. Someone’s daughter. Someone’s entire world.

“Ashlee,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “Hold on. Help is coming.”

The wail of sirens rose in the distance, slicing through the stillness. Brett held her hand. 

Paramedics burst into the clearing moments later, with oxygen tanks, bandages, and shouting commands. Brett held Ashlee’s hand until they forced him to step back.

“She’s alive,” he murmured.

For a fleeting second, her swollen eyes met his fear, confusion, and something else. Recognition. As if she understood that this stranger had pulled her back from the brink.

The ambulance doors slammed shut.

Brett stood there, shuddering, as the vehicle disappeared into the trees. The mist swirled around him, carrying echoes of her pain, her survival. He turned back toward the woods and froze. A tall figure stood between the trees, perfectly still, half-shrouded in fog. Watching.

Brett blinked, but the silhouette didn’t move. Didn’t breathe or turn away. A cold shiver crept down his spine. He took a step towards it.

And the shape melted into the mist.

The sirens faded. The woods fell silent once more. 

Someone had been there.

Someone had been watching.

And someone isn’t finished.

Deep down, Brett knew. The nightmare had only just begun.
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CHAPTER 2
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The lights in the emergency room were harsh, but Brett realized it. He stood rigid beside Ashlee’s gurney; hands trembling, adrenaline refusing to release its grip. Her small frame lay motionless, skin blistered and torn. 

Dark hair was plastered to her forehead in damp knots. Every shallow breath she took underwent like both a victory and a warning.

Brett pulled a chair close and sat, elbows resting on his knees. His head bowed into his hands. His chest still ached from the run through the woods, but his mind refused to slow. 

The memory of smoke and the terror in her eyes clung to him like a second skin.

“Come on, Ashlee,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “Just hang on. I got you out of there. I’m not letting go now.”

A nurse in blue scrubs approached with a clipboard tucked against her chest. Her expression softened as she took in the girl on the bed.

“She’s stable for the moment,” the nurse said. “We’ve started antibiotics, and pain management. Ashlee’s in critical condition, but she’s fighting.”

Brett let out a shaky breath. “That girl doesn’t deserve any of this.”

“No one does,” the nurse replied. “But being here matters. Talk to her if you can.”

Brett nodded, swallowing hard. As the nurse stepped away, he leaned closer and brushed his fingers against Ashlee’s wrist.

“You’re safe now,” he murmured. “I’m not letting anyone hurt you.”

A faint sound escaped Ashlee’s throat, a broken whimper. Brett stiffened. Her eyelids fluttered, struggling to open.

“Hey... hey,” he whispered. “I’m here. You’re in the hospital. You’re not alone.”

Footsteps echoed down the hall. A doctor entered with a small team. Her expression was firm but controlled. Dr. Kim stepped forward.

“You’re the person who brought her in?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Brett said. “Brett Langford.”

“You’re family?”

“No,” he answered, the word far too small. “But I found her. I couldn’t just leave her.”

Dr. Kim’s tone softened. “We’re taking her to the burn center: burns, fractures, smoke inhalation. She’s very lucky to be alive.”

“Lucky,” Brett murmured, staring at her battered body. “I wouldn’t call this lucky.”

“We’ll update you after we stabilize her,” Dr. Kim said. “Please stay nearby.”

After they left, the room seemed heavier and quieter. Machines beeped, keeping time with his racing heart. Every flicker of light and distant sound sent a shiver through him. His thoughts spiraled to helplessness. Every nightmare he clawed his way back to the surface.

A young nurse entered carrying a cool blanket. “For her,” she said. “Sometimes it helps stabilize vitals.”

Brett accepted it and draped it over Ashlee’s legs. “You’re going to get through this,” he whispered. 

Hours passed like slow-moving shadows. Nurses came and went. The hallway lights flickered now and then. A reminder that the world outside kept moving even as he stood still.

Then the door opened again. A man in a worn suit stepped inside, a badge clipped to his belt.

“Mr. Langford? I’m Detective Raines.”

Brett straightened; exhaustion settled deep in his bones. “Yeah. I can answer whatever you need.”

Detective Raines studied Ashlee, his jaw tightening. “This was not an accident. Someone tried to kill her.”

Brett swallowed hard, his chest constricting, his hands trembling again. He had pictured those faces in the firelight, burned into his memory. But he couldn’t bring himself to speak to them aloud. Not yet. Not while Ashlee’s life still hangs in balance.

“I’ll tell you everything,” he said. “But I can’t leave her. Not now.”

The detective nodded, reading the fear and determination in Brett’s eyes. “I understand. But stay alert. Whoever did this... they might not be finished.”

Brett’s stomach tightened. “Someone was watching?”

“Could’ve been nothing,” Detective Raines said, though his tone suggested otherwise. “Just keep your eyes open.”

Brett reached for Ashlee’s hand, holding it as if sheer could protect her. Her lips are moving without sound. Tears blurred his vision.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered.

Outside, night deepened. Shadows stretched across the hospital parking lot. Near the edge of the lot, a lone figure lingered, watching.

For Brett and Ashlee, this was only the beginning.

And somewhere in the darkness, someone knew it.
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The first thing Ashlee became aware of was the light, very bright. It stabbed through her eyelids as they fluttered open, sending ripples of nausea through her. Her ears filled with the steady beeping of machines. The room scent of antiseptic and latex gloves. There was a metallic tang that made her stomach twist.

Her body was heavy. Not sleep-heavy, dragged-through-fire heavy. Every cell scraped raw. Limbs stiff, cold, unresponsive. Even breathing felt like pressing broken glass into her ribs.

“Stay with me, Ashlee,” a voice whispered.

Her eyes strained toward the sound. Brett came into view, and a flicker of relief washed over her. He looked terrible: dark circles under his eyes, hair a mess. His shoulders slumped, as though he’d sat there for hours without moving.

“Who are you?” Ashlee croaked. The word tearing through her raw throat.

“I’m Brett. I’m right here,” he said, leaning closer. His voice soft but cracked, weighed down with fear. “You’re safe now.”

Ashlee’s gaze drifted downward. Thick white bandages wrapped her arms and legs. Her fingers twitched, and even that sent a bolt of pain slicing through her. She gasped, eyes filling with tears that spilled before she could blink.

“You suffered injuries,” Brett continued, watching her as though memorizing every micro-expression. “Really bad. But you made it. Ashlee, you made it.”

Ashley tried to sit up, but pain clamped around her torso like an iron fist. She cried out and collapsed back onto the pillow. Breath trembling in sharp, broken bursts.

“Easy, easy.” Brett whispered, though his own hands shook.

Her eyes darted around the room with fear she couldn’t hide. Her voice audible:

“Where’s my dad?”

He blinked. “Your dad?”

“Doc Hunt,” she whispered, each syllable breaking into pieces. “I want my dad.”

Her chin trembled. Tears streamed down her temples into her hairline. She looked younger, frightened, stripped of every ounce of toughness she once carried.

“I want my dad,” she repeated, sobs tearing through her chest. “Please. I want my dad.”

Brett’s heart twisted. He squeezed her hand, guilt tightening every muscle.

“They’re trying to reach him.”

She shook her head, more than a twitch. “He always comes.”

Her voice cracked into silence.

The door opened. A nurse stepped in, checking the machines. Her voice softened when she saw Ashlee’s tear-streaked face.

“She’s in a lot of pain,” the nurse said. “And she’s scared. Asking for family after trauma like this, that’s normal.”

Ashlee whispered again, soft as a breath: “I want my dad.”

“We’re working on it, sweetheart,” the nurse assured her. “Right now, just breathe for me. Nice and slow.”

When the nurse finished her checks and stepped out, the room became quiet. The silence pressed in on Ashlee like weight. She stared at the ceiling, body trembling, breath uneven.

“I’m scared,” she whispered. “I don’t want them to find me. I don’t want them to finish what they started.”

A shiver rolled through her. The air detected colder, or maybe it was her memory of the water. The fire.

“They won’t,” Brett said, voice steeled. He leaned closer. “I swear to you. No one is getting near you.”

Ashlee squeezed his hand, clinging to him like a tether keeping her from slipping back into the nightmare. Her voice shook. “I hate those kids. They’ll pay.”

Brett’s jaw tightened. He had heard that tone before. The night he found her, breathing yet still conscious enough to choke: They did this to her.

“And they will,” he said. “But first? You heal. One day at a time. That’s your job right now.”

Ashlee closed her eyes, body weakening under medication and exhaustion. Her breathing slowed, but her mind did not. Behind her eyelids, shadows flickered. Faces. Laughter. Fire. Water. Screams swallowed by the woods.

Somewhere deep inside, past the fear. A spark flickered.

Not hope.

Not forgiveness.

Something sharper. Something burning.

Because she isn’t done. And neither are they.
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Doc Hunt’s arrival

The door burst open so suddenly both Brett and Ashlee flinched.

Ashlee’s breath froze.

Doc Hunt stood in the doorway, chest heaving. Still wearing his white coat over clothes that looked like he hadn’t changed in days. His face is pale beneath stubble. Hair pushed back as if he had run his hands through it a hundred frantic times. Eyes red, swollen, and locked on her.

“Ashlee!” His voice cracked, something breaking inside him.

Brett stepped aside.

Doc Hunt crossed the room in two long, stumbling strides. Nothing he’d ever encountered prepared him for what he saw. Just a father.

He dropped to his knees beside her, hands shaking as he reached for Ashlee.

“Oh God, baby girl... Ashlee.” His voice trembled. Each word weighed and strangled. “I’m here.”

Ashlee blinked, sliding into disbelief, then relief, it shattered her. Tears spilled, raw sobs tearing from her chest as she reached for him with shaking arms.

“Dad.” Her voice is small, broken. “I thought you wasn’t coming.”

He gathered her, mindful of her bandages, cradling the back of her head with trembling hands. The moment she clung to him, something inside him shattered.

“I tried to get here sooner,” he choked out. “I didn’t know Ashlee, God, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

She buried her face in his shoulder. Crying into the one place she always been safe. 

“I’m scared,” she whispered. 

His throat tightened. “I know, sweetheart. I know.” His hand cupped her bandaged cheek, thumb trembling against her skin. “But nobody is going to hurt you again. Nobody. I won’t let it happen.”

She sobbed again, fingers curling weakly into his coat, holding on like her life depended on it.

Doc Hunt closed his eyes, jaw clenched, fighting back tears. “You’re alive,” he whispered, forehead pressing to hers. “My God, you’re alive.”

He pulled back just enough to look at her. The devastation in his eyes drew even Brett’s gaze.

Brett stepped back, giving them space, chest tightening at the sight. 

Doc Hunt brushed Ashlee’s hair from her face, voice breaking. “I should have protected you. I should’ve known something was wrong. I should’ve...”

“Dad.” Ashlee whispered, “It’s okay. You’re here now.”

He inhaled. “I’m here now,” he said. “And I’m not leaving this room. You’re safe, Ashlee.”

Her breathing slowed, tension bleeding out little by little. She allowed herself to believe it. Her dad was here.

Doc Hunt pressed a kiss on her forehead. “I’ve got you,” he whispered. 

Ashlee closed her eyes, gripping his coat with the last of her strength.
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Nightmares

The hospital room was dark. Lit only by the faint glow of the monitor beside Ashlee’s bed. The steady beep of her heart filled the silence like a lonely metronome.

Sleep did not bring peace.

She was back at the waterfall. Falling. Icy water slammed into her chest, stealing her air. Her screams never left the surface. Shadowy figures loomed above: Jackson, Peyton, Dwayne, Tiffany, and Marlon. Laughter slicing through the roar of water.

“Ashlee, why are you still fighting?” Jackson’s voice stretched.

“Stay down,” Tiffany taunted. “Just die already.”

She kicked. The water dragged her deeper. Her lungs burned. Her throat flooded. No air. No light. Just crushing cold.

Then a hand, small and pale, broke through the water and grabbed her wrist.

It was her. The younger Ashlee. Fifteen. Hope was still alive behind her eyes. But the look wasn’t kind. Disappointed.

“You didn’t save me,” the younger girl whispered.

Ashlee mouthed the words. “I’m trying.”

“You left me,” the girl said. “You let them hurt me. Why didn’t you fight back? Why didn’t you save us?”

Ashlee couldn’t breathe. Panic clawed in her throat. The younger version’s grip tightened, crushing bone. Forcing her down, down until darkness swallowed everything.

Ashlee jerked awake with a strangled gasp. Sitting bolt upright, as far as her bandaged ribs allowed. Pain ripped through her torso. Her heart thundered. Her vision blurred.

“It’s not real,” she whispered, gripping the sheets. “It’s not real.”

Cold clung to her skin. Voices echoed. Disappointment lingered. She curled in on herself, tears spilling, holding herself together piece by piece.

She didn’t sense like a survivor.

Somewhere deep inside, a sharp voice whispered, “They deserve to drown.”

Brett had drifted off in the chair beside her. Down the hall, Doc Hunt was speaking with a night nurse, reviewing scans with worried eyes.

Then a sound tore through the stillness. High, full of terror. Ashlee’s scream.

Brett jerked awake, heart racing. Doc Hunt sprinted to her room.

“Ashlee!” Brett shouted.

She was curled in bed, trembling, her hands clawing at the sheets. Tears streamed. Her breath was sharp and ragged.

“No, no, please, don’t,” she cried.

Brett was at her side. “Ashlee! Hey, hey, it’s me! You’re safe. I’m right here.”

Doc Hunt rushed in behind him. “Ashlee, look at me,” he said, hands trembling.

Her eyes shot open, unfocused. Then she screamed again. Pain forced her down, as she sobbed in agony.

“Easy, Ashlee,” Brett whispered, brushing her hair back. “It was a dream. Just a dream.”

“No!” she gasped. “They were there.”

Doc Hunt lifted her trembling hand, placing it against his heart. “Right here, sweetheart. Deep breaths.”

She matched his rhythm.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “I’ve got you. Nobody’s hurting you. Not ever again.”

Ashlee collapsed forward against Doc Hunt’s shoulder, sobbing.

“I thought death had come for me.”

Brett shut his eyes. “You’re not there anymore. You’re with us.”

Her fingers curled into his sleeve, gripping him like an anchor. Doc Hunt rubbed her back in slow, comforting circles.

“Nightmares like this, they’ll come,” he whispered. “But you’re not facing them alone.”

Ashlee swallowed, trembling. “I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want to see it again.”

“You won’t be alone,” her Doc Hunt said.

She looked between them, Father on one side, Brett on the other. Two people refused to let her drown.

She still hurts.

She still feared sleep.

Water was dragging her down.

But she wasn’t sinking anymore. Not while they were here. 
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Soft morning sunlight bled through the half-closed blinds, leaving the clinic quiet. Dr. Melissa Cobb sat across from him, a calm presence. She folded her hands in her lap. Doc Hunt sat in the leather chair opposite her, elbows on his knees.

He rarely found himself without answers.

“How long have you been having trouble sleeping?” Dr. Cobb asked.

Doc Hunt exhaled. “Since the night they found her. Since the hospital called me. Since she lay in that hospital bed, surrounded by tubes, burns, bruises, and...” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat, “I’m her father. I’m supposed to protect her. And I didn’t.”

Dr. Cobb nodded. “You’re carrying a lot of guilt.”

“I should have been there.” He leaned back, rubbing his forehead. “She called for me the moment she woke. Begging for me. And I never showed up. And now.” He exhaled. “Now she’s terrified to sleep. Panic attacks. And every time she calls my name, it’s like the whole world is telling me I failed.”

“Your daughter went through extreme trauma,” Dr. Cobb said. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Doc Hunt swallowed. “Try telling that to my heart.”

There was a heavy pause. He stared at the window. “I’m a doctor, Dr. Cobb. I’m trained to fix things. Bones. Wounds. But this?” His voice trembled. “How do I fix this kind of pain? Her fear? Her nightmares?”

“You don’t fix it,” she said. “You support her. There’s a difference.”

He let out a humorless laugh. “Support. I’m trying. But she’s slipping away, and I can’t hold on tight enough.”

Dr. Cobb leaned forward. “Tell me what scares you the most.”

He hesitated. “That someday I’ll find her dead. Those nightmares, the pain, the rage. It’ll swallow her whole, and I won’t be enough to stop it.”

A tear slid down his cheek. He wiped it quickly, ashamed.

“She’s strong,” he whispered. “Stronger than anyone I’ve ever known. But she’s hurting in ways she won’t talk about. Things she won’t face. And I don’t know how to reach her anymore.”

Dr. Cobb nodded. Compassion softened her eyes. “Trauma survivors often cut off the people they love most. Not because they don’t trust them, but because they’re afraid of being seen in that vulnerable place. Your presence, your consistency, your patience... that’s what she needs.”

He stared at his trembling hands. “I don’t think I have the strength.”

“Then let me help you become strong enough,” she said. “Ashlee needs a father who’s steady, present. To be that you must process your own trauma too.”

“My trauma?” he asked, confused.

“You almost lost your daughter,” she said. “She was lying there broken, near death. That is trauma. And if you don’t confront your own fear and pain, it will bleed into hers.”

Doc Hunt’s swallowed. She was right.

“Let yourself breathe, Doc Hunt,” she whispered.

He covered his face, shoulders shaking, then forced himself upright. “I’ll do anything,” he said. “Anything to pull her back into the world.”

“That’s good,” Dr. Cobb replied. “Healing isn’t quick. It isn’t clean. But you don’t have to do it alone.”

For the first time since the nightmare, since the scream, and since the fear that woke him that night. Doc Hunt took a slow breath that reached his chest.

“I just want my daughter back,” he whispered.

“And she will come back,” Dr. Cobb said. “But she needs you to stay calm.”

Doc Hunt nodded. Not healed. Not whole. But is steady enough to keep going. Because Ashlee needed him. And he wasn’t going to let her slip into the dark, not while he still had breath.
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Ashlee couldn’t sleep.

The hospital room was quiet, except for the occasional shuffle of a nurse’s feet in the hallway. She lay under the thin blanket, eyes open. Replaying the nightmare that had stolen her life.

She had learned to listen.

A faint, ragged sob reached her ears. Her head turned toward the door. Moonlight fell just right, catching the curve of the doorway. A figure seated on the floor, her father.

Doc Hunt.

Her breath caught. She hadn’t realized he’d remained past visiting hours or that he’d spent that time alone.

The sobs came again, sharper. Too much had weighed him down for far too long. Her chest tightened. Her father was falling apart. She always imagined him strong. Unshakable. The man who could fix anything. 

She eased herself out of bed, careful not to make a sound. Legs ached, body protested, but she pushed through. Pressed her back against the wall near the doorway, hidden in shadows.

Doc Hunt’s hands pressed to his face, shoulders shaking. He whispered her name, almost pleading. “Ashlee.”

Her throat tightened. She didn’t expect this. To perceive sorrow for him. For the man who carried her entire world on his shoulders.

He muttered, “I failed... I failed her. I should have been there. I should’ve.”

Ashlee blinked back tears, stepping closer. One careful step, another. She reached his side, hand on his arm.

He flinched. He didn’t pull away.

“I’m here,” she whispered. “It’s okay. You didn’t fail. You’re here.”

He let out a shaky breath, shoulders sagging. “I should’ve been more. I should’ve.”

“You’re my savior,” she interrupted. “You always have been.”

For a long moment, they stayed like that. Her hand on his arm, his body shaking from days of fear and guilt. Ashlee realized strength didn’t mean never breaking. It meant keeping going, even when broken.

Doc Hunt lifted his head, eyes red-rimmed, glistening in the moonlight. “I just, I hate that you are going through this,” he whispered.

Ashlee’s eyes filled, but not with fear. She reached up, brushing a loose strand from his forehead. “And I hate that you’re hurting too,” she admitted. “But we’ll get through it. Together.”

He nodded, swallowing hard. He leaned back against the wall, exhausted but not defeated. Ashlee stayed at his side. He stayed quiet and steady. Reminding her that she didn’t have to face it alone.

In the darkness of the hospital hallway. Two hearts carried the same weight, broken, but not hopeless.

For the first time since the fire, Ashlee sensed a small measure of peace. She had someone beside her, and so did he.

The morning sun slanted through the blinds, painting stripes of gold across the hospital room. Ashlee’s eyes fluttered open. Her body ached under the bandages. Each movement brought sharp reminders of all she had endured. But today the pain perceived different, less like defeat. More than a warning, it reminded her that she remained here.

Brett is already beside her bed, coffee in hand, dark circles under his eyes. “Morning,” he said. “How’re you doing?”

Ashlee lifted her head a fraction. “Sore, but awake.” 

Survival pulsed in her veins, raw and electric.

Brett nodded, setting down the cup. “Good. Today, eat a little. Drink some water. Sit up and walk. One small step at a time.”

Her mind flickered with images she didn’t want, hands gripping her. Laughter. Her fingers curled tight around the blanket.

“I can’t forget what they did,” she whispered. “It won’t leave my head.”

Brett leaned closer. “You don’t have to forget. Trauma doesn’t disappear. But you lived, Ashlee. You fought. That’s what matters right now.”

She swallowed hard, nodding. A storm inside her surged, quiet, patient.

A nurse entered, checking vitals, adjusting cords and IV lines.

“Her strength is improving,” she said. “But she’ll need patience. Healing takes time.” She touched Ashlee’s shoulder. “You’re doing better than you think.”

Ashlee let out a breath, forcing trembling muscles to settle. Brett stared at her.

“You don’t have to be strong every second,” he said. “Let yourself heal. That’s all you need to worry about.”

Ashlee didn’t answer. She looked at the window, sunlight stretching across the linoleum. Her face looked puzzled. Her face showed fear, exhaustion and something else stirring deep inside. Quiet. Cold.
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Months later. Physical therapy, agony.

Every stretch sent ripples of pain through battered muscles. Scars pulled at her skin like hooks. Thighs shook, calves spasmed, and shoulders burned as if flames licked her again.

Brett surveyed her wince, she bit her lip, ready to steady her.

“Slow down,” he urged. “Ashlee, you’re pushing too hard.”

“I need to get stronger,” she whispered, wiping at her eyes. Tears blurred her vision before she realized the therapist had handed her a tissue. “I don’t want to be helpless.”

“You’re not helpless,” Brett said. “You’re healing. Big difference.”

She didn’t slow down. Every inch mattered. Every painful lift. Every breath that didn’t end in a sob. Strength meant safety. Strength meant she could run. Fight back. Never be put on the ground again.

Forty minutes later, her legs buckled. Brett caught her.

“Ashlee, that’s enough,” he said.

“No,” she choked. “I’m not done.”

“Yes, you are,” the therapist said. “You can’t tear your body apart trying to heal it all at once.”

Ashlee blinked through sweat and tears, staring at the floor. Brett helped her sit on the edge of the table. Breathe. Hands trembling.

He crouched to meet her eyes. “Ashlee, you survived something that should’ve killed you. Strength isn’t pushing until you break.”

She swallowed.

“Strength,” Brett continued, “Is letting yourself heal.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. She brushed it away. Her jaw tightened.

“I don’t have time to heal,” she whispered. “I have to be ready.”

“Ready for what?” Brett asked.

She froze, then shook her head. “For anything or everything.”

Her reflection in the mirror: thin, pale. But eyes different. Harder. Focused.

She didn’t recognize the girl staring back.

That evening, the hospital dimmed. Ashlee sat at the edge of her bed, legs hanging over the side. Staring at shadows forming on the wall. Breathing steadied. Expression softened, unreadable.

She whispered, “I’m still here.”

No vows. No rage. Just truth.

The promise lived in the silence between her breaths. The tremor in her hands, and the way her eyes looked like a victim’s.

Behind the door, Brett paused, watching. Her silhouette was bandaged but steady.

Like something rebuilding from ashes. Patient. Dangerous.

Ashlee closed her eyes. Let the darkness settle.

Someday, she won’t be weak. Fear will fade. Someday, the ones who hurt her would face the girl who survived the fire.

__________CHAPTER 5___________
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Brett sat alone in the hospital courtyard, elbows resting on his knees. His hands clasped as they trembled. The air cool, carrying the distant hum of traffic and the buzz of hospital lights. Night pressed in from all sides, thick and heavy.

Inside the therapy room, he held himself together for Ashlee’s sake. But out here, in the quiet, the memories clawed back.

He closed his eyes. And the world rewound.

The night he found her erupted in violence.

Wind whipped at the trees; rain pounded in sheets. It blurred his windshield, drowning out his thoughts. His hands gripped the steering wheel. 

He didn’t know why he went to the waterfall trail. Didn’t know what pulled him there. 

Headlights swept across broken branches, churned mud. Fear, dread, instinct surged.

He stepped out. Rain hit him like needles. Then he heard it, a faint, ragged gasp.

He followed the sound. Stumbling through mud, slipping on rocks, calling her name, unsure if she heard it.

Then she appeared.

The flashback slammed into him. Ashlee lay at the edge of the waterfall, broken like a discarded doll. Scorched clothes clung to her skin, hair wet and tangled, soot marking her cheeks. She lay motionless, breathless.

Brett dropped to his knees, oblivious to the rocks cutting him.

“Ashlee!” he shouted, voice cracking. He pressed trembling fingers to her neck.

Nothing.

For one soul-crushing second, he thought death had taken her.

Then, a tremor. A fragile twitch. Her chest tried to remember how to breathe.

“Oh God,” he whispered. “Come on. Stay with me.”

He lifted her just enough to pull her from the rising water. Cold skin and blue lips made the truth impossible to ignore. Rain ran down her face, mingling with blood.

Her eyelids fluttered. She tried to speak, only a soft whimper escaping. He wrapped his jacket around her, hands shaking, he tied the sleeves.

“You’re okay,” he said. “You’re okay, Ashlee. I got you. I got you.”

Her head fell against his chest. Brett screamed for help until his voice broke. No one came.

The memory snapped him back to reality. Even though it didn’t happen exactly like that. No rain fell that night. A clear sky stretched overhead. Why would he alter the truth? 

Brett jerked upright on the hospital couch, pulse pounding, breath uneven. His hand rose to his face, where unnoticed tears dampened his skin.

No tears came then. Too scared.

Now? The images clawed through him without mercy.

Footsteps. Ashlee emerged from the therapy building, leaning heavily on the railing. Hesitation flickered across her face.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Brett swallowed. “Yeah,” he whispered.

A lie.

Her gaze softened, searching. “What did you remember?”

He looked away.

Ashlee didn’t move closer, but a subtle shift appeared in her expression. A crack in the armor. Recognition. Pain.

“I’m sorry you saw me like that,” she murmured.

“I’m not. I’m glad I found you.” His voice broke.

She lingered, then whispered, “Me too.”

Softness, fragile. But Brett saw something else: purpose. A fire. And he wondered if saving her pulled her back into life or back into darkness.

The hospital bathroom is colder than the hallways. The kind of cold that crept into bones. Fluorescent lights hummed, exposing every bruise, every burn.

Ashlee shut the door, locking it with a soft click. Silence. No nurses. No Brett or Dad. Just her.

Hands braced on the sink, she leaned forward. Her reflection stared back: tired eyes, hollow cheeks. Burn marks fading along her jaw. The hospital gown swallowed her small frame.

She didn’t recognize the girl in the mirror.

She tried to breathe. But her chest tightened. Pulse thrummed in her ears.

Flash, fire, smoke, laughter, hands shoving her down. Water swallowing her screams.

“Stop,” she whispered. “Not now.”

But memories didn’t listen. Breath quickened, tears fell despite her will. One, then another.

She slid down the cold tile, hugging her knees. Head pressed against them. Silent. Pain trapped beneath her ribs.

Shoulders shook. Gasping. Hands clawed at the gown sleeves, trying to peel away the memories.

“I survived,” she whispered. “I’m alive.”

But it didn’t endure like triumphing. It felt like drowning.

Fingers slid to the back of her neck where Jackson shoved her. Pain flared. Bathroom blurred. Tears fell again.

“Why?” she choked. “Why did they do that to me?”

The question hung. 

She pressed palms to the floor, grounding herself. Slow breaths, and her heartbeat steadied. Eventually, the storm sank deeper, hidden behind her ribs.

Splash of cold water on her face. Tears swirled down the drain like secrets she couldn’t afford to keep.

Mirror: Empty. Controlled. 

No shaking. No visible tears. Mask back in place. Timid survivor. Quiet patient. Everyone believed she healed.

But the walls still held the echo: Ashlee Hunt broke. And no one knew it but her.
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The Journal and the Breaking Point

Night settled over the hospital like a heavy blanket. Ashlee sat upright, knees drawn under the thin blanket, notebook resting against them. Pages felt warm in her hands, like something alive.

Writing had never crossed her mind that night. Neither had fallen apart.

Bathroom memories clung like frost. Fingers tightened on the pen. Breath slowly and deliberate. 

She flipped to a blank page. Date at the top, each number heavy. Then she started.

Journal Entry:

“I lost control today.

I thought I could handle physical therapy. I thought pushing myself would make me stronger. But everything hurt. Legs. Chest. I couldn’t breathe. I kept seeing them, hearing them.

I went to the bathroom so no one would see me fall apart. I didn’t want Brett to see. Or Dad. They already looked at me like I’m made of glass.

A tear drop fell on the page, darkening the word glass. Wiped it away, angry at myself.

I broke down, shaking, crying. It brought me back there, like they stood over me. Laughing as they watched me burn.

I hate that they still have that power over me. Hate that my body remembers what my mind tries to forget. Hate that I’m afraid.

But the thing that scares me most, fear doesn’t stay fear; It becomes something else. Sharper. Wakes me up at night, whispers that I can’t let them win.

People keep saying I’m strong. Brave. A fighter.

But today, I saw a girl curled up on a bathroom floor, shaking so hard her teeth hurt.

And I don’t know how to tell anyone that I’m still in pieces.

But pieces can be sharp too.

She closed the notebook. Quite returned, grounding her. Breathing steadied. Heart slowed down. Writing hadn’t fixed anything, yet it calmed the storm. Making it less wild and more manageable. 

She returned to her bed. The notebook slid beneath her pillow. She leaned back.

Ashlee Hunt broken.

But learning something important:

Broken things don’t disappear. They reformed. And soon, no one who hurt her would ever forget that.
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CHAPTER 6
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The hospital room fell quieter than usual when the door eased open. And a familiar silhouette stepped inside. Ashlee blinked, breath hitching as the warm overhead light caught the face. She’d been waiting to see.

“Dad!” Her voice cracked.

Doc Hunt froze, shoulders sagging under the weight of guilt. His eyes glistened as he crossed the room in two quick strides.

“Ashlee.” His voice broke. “Baby girl, I’m here. I’m right here.”

Ashlee couldn’t hold it back. Tears spilled down her cheeks. He wrapped her, mindful of bandages, burns and bruises, but even his softest touch made her cry harder. Her forehead pressed into his chest as she shook.

“I thought you weren’t coming this time,” she whispered.

Doc Hunt’s jaw tightened. “I should’ve come earlier. I know.” He pulled back, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. “When the sheriff called this time. I thought something else was wrong.” His voice cracked again. “I’ll never forgive myself for not protecting you.”

Ashlee swallowed. “You didn’t do this.”

“No,” he said, eyes darkening. “But I should have made sure no one ever could.”

They talked for hours, feared and healed. The road ahead. He promised to move heaven and earth to stay by her side and never let her fight alone. Ashlee nodded, but inside. A different battle loomed ahead. One she would never drag him into.

Her father squeezed her hand. “Focus on getting better. I’ll handle everything else.”

Ashlee forced a small smile, masking the cold truth rising within her.

No, Dad. Not this time. They’re mine to deal with.

When he stepped out to sign paperwork and speak with the night doctor. The moment the door clicked shut, Ashlee’s eyes sharpened. Fragile daughter, gone. Survivor in its place.
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Night fell like a heavy curtain, swallowing the hallways in dim, uneasy quiet. Ashlee lay awake, staring at a small rectangle of moonlight on the floor. Exhaustion gripped her body, but her mind stayed sharp and alert.

She waited for the second shift change; she knew their patterns.

The nurse at the station laughed. The guard downstairs slept with the TV on. Brett left around nine, promising to return at dawn. Her father slept on the couch.

Her only window.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, wincing at stiff muscles. The IV pole steadying her.

The hallway odor of antiseptic and loneliness. Head down, she moved with purpose. No one discovered her. No one even looked up.

Stairwell, no cameras. Second-floor landing. Moonlight fell across trembling hands. She pressed her forehead to the glass.

The white truck. Familiar. She thought she saw one that night the ambulance carried her away. 

Her fingers curled into fists. They came for something other than an apology. Not to finish the job inside the hospital. Men like them waited for opportunity. 

You’re scared of me? Good. Be scared.

She noticed: one pacing, checking his phone. The other smoking, eyes on the doors.

Ashlee lowered herself onto the cold stairs and pulled a thin notebook from her gown. She sketched the parking lot entrances, lighting, camera angles, license plates.

There is no planning.

Pain jabbed into her ribs with each breath. She embraced it, pain made her sharper.

For thirty minutes, she studied and memorized.

When she stood, her legs trembled. Back in her room, she tucked the notebook beneath her mattress. Brett would panic if he found it. Nurses would lock her down. Her dad, he would break.

No one understood. Not yet.

Ashlee lay back, heartbeat steadily, replaying the night in the woods, fire, and laughter. But this time, no fear. Only purpose.

With clarity, even her, she whispered into the dark:

“Tomorrow, I start getting my life back.”

Outside, the white truck’s engine rose. Could these two men be involved with Jackson and his crew? She didn’t know why, but her instincts stayed alert. That truck had been there that night.

They thought they were hunting her. They had no idea she had already begun hunting them.
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CHAPTER 7
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Morning crept into the hospital room with pale, weak sunlight. Ashlee slept, yet exhaustion still clung to her. She survived far worse nights. The crackle of fire. The laughter of people who believed she would never walk out alive. Nothing was compared to that morning.

Brett arrived early, Styrofoam cup of coffee in hand. A tired smile he tried to hide. Ashlee is already upright. She brushed her hair back and stood tall. Her eyes were sharper than he had ever seen.

“You’re looking better,” he said, setting the cup down.

“Strong, even,” she replied with a soft, measured smile. “I’m trying.”

He didn’t see the notebook hidden beneath her pillow. He didn’t see the quiet calculations running behind her eyes. He only saw the fragile girl pulled from the woods, wrapped in terror.

Good. She needed him to see her that way.

“How are you feeling this morning?” Brett asked. “Any pain?”

“Some,” she murmured. “I’ll live.”

He winced. “I shouldn’t have said it like that, after what happened. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, touching his arm. “I know you didn’t mean it that way.”

His shoulders eased exactly as she expected. 

The door opened. Doc Hunt stepped in. Rubbing the back of his neck as though sleep had also eluded him.

“Morning, you two.”

Brett stood. “Doc Hunt, good morning.”

Doc Hunt nodded, weary but grateful. He stepped to Ashlee’s bedside. “How’s my girl feeling today?”

Ashlee forced a small smile. “Better now that you’re here.”

He cupped her cheek, studying her like a puzzle. “We’ll take it one day at a time. Don’t rush yourself.”

Brett cleared his throat, glancing between them. “I came to check on her.”

Doc Hunt nodded. “I appreciate that. You’ve been here a lot. More than most would.”

Brett shifted, a flicker of guilt passing through him. “I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

Doc Hunt sat across from the bed, near Ashlee. “I’m grateful you helped her, truly. But don’t let her be overwhelmed. Ashlee’s been through trauma most people can’t imagine.”

Ashlee stared at them, studying their expectations.

“So,” she began, gaze flicking between them, “did the police say anything new? Anything at all about the people who hurt me?”

Brett’s shoulders stiffened. Doc Hunt’s eyes lowered. They exchanged a glance too fast for most, but Ashlee caught it all.

“They’re doing everything they can,” Brett said, voice tight. He lied.

Doc Hunt sighed. “Ashlee... the investigation is moving slow. They’re calling it a random attack.”

“Random?” she echoed, jaw tight.

“They don’t have solid evidence yet. They think you might remember some things,” Doc Hunt continued.

Ashlee’s gaze dropped.

Brett leaned forward, voice trembling. “Ashlee, do you remember anything? Anything that could help?”

She held his gaze. “Just bits and pieces.” 

She lied.

That told him exactly who had done it. She remembered everything. Why was she lying?

Doc Hunt squeezed her hand. “Don’t push yourself. Memories will come with time.”

Ashlee softened her face, vulnerable, innocent. The façade of the fragile girl trying to heal. But inside, a cold, steady fire burned.

Brett swallowed. “Whoever did this, they won’t get near you again.”

Doc Hunt nodded. “We’ll protect you.”

Ashlee’s faint smile remained hidden behind lowered eyes.

They think they’re protecting me. They don’t know I’m already protecting myself. Step one.

Later, when Brett spoke with the nurses, Ashlee swung her legs out of bed, moving slowly but determined. Shadows hid her as she peered through the blinds.

The same white truck. Same two figures. Waiting.

Her lips curled, not in fear, but in understanding.

“They’re scared,” she whispered.

She pulled out her notebook, flipping to last night’s sketches. Meticulous, small handwriting detailed every move:

6:14 p.m. Driver checks phone, fifteen times. Nervous, impatient.

6:32 p.m. Passenger smokes, touches left side. Pocket? Gun? Knife?

6:45 p.m. They argue. Driver wants to leave. Passenger refuses. Both watch the second-floor windows.

They waited for a crack in routine. She already witnessed it.

Pain made her sharper; she embraced it. For an hour, she absorbed every detail. She rebuilt.

A knock sounded at her door. She tucked the notebook away as Brett returned.

“You want to go for a walk?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. 

Her mind worked as they walked. Emergency exits



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Pentalogy of Trauma

JiSTURBED






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Pentalogy of Trauma

JiSTURBED






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





