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    For the one who taught me that love can hurt and heal in the same breath.May every broken heart find its cure.
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      For anyone who has mistaken control for love, 
    


      may you find your way back to yourself.
      



      Chapter One
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      The first time I saw Elijah Cross, I thought he was the answer to a prayer I’d never dared to whisper.
    


      
    


      He did not smile when we met. He just looked at me as if he already knew I was broken, and as if he had been waiting to be the one to put the pieces back together.
    


      
    


      I was sitting on a cold vinyl chair outside the grief counseling room, fingers clenched around a Styrofoam cup of stale coffee. My whole body buzzed with the tension of pretending I was fine.
    





      
    


      “You are early,” he said, his voice smooth and measured.
    


      
    


      I looked up, expecting pity, but Elijah offered precision — calm and deliberate. A voice that never wavered, hands that did not twitch, eyes that held mine just a second too long.
    


      He was not warm; he was composed, controlled. Maybe that was why I leaned in. I did not want warmth; I wanted certainty, stillness, a man who would not flinch at the worst parts of me.
    





      
    


      “I did not want to wait at home,” I said. My voice cracked slightly, but I tried to make it sound casual. The truth was I could not stand the silence in my apartment. Every corner echoed with my sister’s absence, and the quiet felt heavier than grief itself.
    


      
    


      His eyes flicked to the Styrofoam cup in my hand, untouched, the coffee cooling against my palm. “Sometimes silence is louder than it looks,” he murmured.
    


      
    


      Something in the way he said it made my skin prickle. It was not sympathy, not even comfort. It was an observation, sharp and exact, as if he were already studying the blueprint of my grief. And instead of pulling away, I let him.
    





      
    


      I followed him into the counseling room without thinking. The door shut behind us with a soft click, and the stale hum of fluorescent lights filled the silence. He moved with steady purpose, setting down a thin folder on the desk as though he had already prepared for me.
    


      
    


      “Sit anywhere you like,” he said. No smile, no gesture of welcome. Just a quiet instruction, calm enough that it almost sounded like kindness.
    


      
    


      I sank into the chair across from him, clutching my coffee as though it could anchor me. His gaze never wavered. There was no pity in it, no nervous shifting. Only patience. A dangerous kind of patience that made me want to speak, even when I had promised myself I would not.
    





      
    


      He leaned back in his chair, folding his hands loosely on the desk. “Why are you here, Lena?” he asked, like he already knew the answer but wanted to hear me bleed it out loud.
    


      
    


      My throat tightened. I hated the way my name sounded in his mouth, too precise and too sharp, as if he were pinning me to the wall with a single word.
    


      
    


      “I did not want to be alone,” I admitted, the truth spilling out quicker than I meant. I should have said something safer, something that did not give away so much. But his eyes were steady, holding mine with an intensity that made lies impossible.
    





      
    


      He nodded slowly, as though my answer pleased him. Not in the way of comfort, but in the way of someone gathering proof. “Aloneness can be heavy,” he said. “Sometimes it feels safer to share the weight with someone who will not drop it.”
    


      
    


      His words slid into me like they belonged there. I should have questioned them. I should have questioned him. Instead, I felt the smallest release in my chest, as if he had loosened a knot I did not even know I was carrying.
    


      
    


      For a moment I forgot the clock on the wall, the stiff chair beneath me, the smell of old paper. All I felt was the strange quiet between us. And the unsettling thought that maybe silence was not meant to be escaped but handed over.
    





      
    


      “What do you miss the most?” he asked. His tone was gentle, but the question cut straight through me.
    


      
    


      I blinked, startled. No one had asked me that. People offered condolences, careful phrases, 
      polite
       distance. But no one had asked what absence really felt like.
    


      
    


      “My sister’s voice,” I whispered before I could stop myself. “She was always humming. Even when she was not happy, she hummed. Now the air feels empty, like the world forgot its sound.”
    


      
    


      His eyes softened, but it was not 
      kindness
      . It was 
      focus
      , sharp and unyielding, as though he had just found a thread he could pull forever. “And what do you do with that emptiness?” he asked.
    





      
    


      I gripped the cup tighter, though the coffee inside had long gone cold. “I pretend it does not matter,” I said. “I keep the television on, I fill the silence with noise. But it is never enough. It always comes back.”
    


      
    


      Elijah leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. His stillness pressed against me like a weight. “Noise is not the same as comfort,” he said. “Sometimes it only reminds us of how much we are missing.”
    


      
    


      The words landed deeper than I wanted them to. I swallowed hard, the room tilting slightly under their truth. I had come here expecting formality, a professional smile, maybe even scripted empathy. What I found instead was a man who saw past the layers I had built, a man who knew how to press exactly where it hurt.
    





      
    


      His gaze did not waver, and the longer he held it, the more I felt like I was unraveling stitch by stitch. I wanted to look away, but some part of me craved the exposure. It had been so long since anyone noticed me without looking through me.
    


      
    


      “You do not have to silence your grief here,” Elijah said. “You can let it breathe. If you do, it will not destroy you. It will teach you.”
    


      
    


      A shiver slid down my spine. His words should have sounded clinical, but instead they felt intimate, almost sacred. For a terrifying second, I wondered if I was confusing therapy with salvation.
    





      
    


      The session blurred after that, his voice weaving through my thoughts like a thread I could not untangle. I answered questions I never meant to, admitted things I had buried too deep. And all the while, he never raised his voice, never rushed me. He only guided, steady and unshaken, until it felt like he was the anchor keeping me from drifting away.
    


      
    


      When it was over, I stood too quickly, lightheaded, clutching my bag like it might save me. Elijah rose as well, his eyes never leaving mine.
    


      
    


      “If you come back,” he said softly, “do not come to be fixed. Come to be seen.”
    


      
    


      The words followed me out the door, wrapping around me like smoke. If I had known what they would cost me, I would have never stepped inside that room. But pain does not always scream. Sometimes it whispers, *come closer.*
    



                                    
      Chapter Two
    


      
    


      I told myself I would not come back. I walked out of that building clutching my bag like a shield, replaying his words in my head until they burned. Do not come to be fixed. Come to be seen. 
    


      
    


      The truth is I did not want to be seen. Being seen meant being known, and being known meant there was nothing left to hide behind. Still, three nights later, I found myself awake at two in the morning, staring at the ceiling, hearing his voice as clearly as if he were sitting in the dark beside me. 
    


      
    


      By the fourth night, the silence pressed too hard. The humming absence of my sister filled the apartment again, and I could not bear it. My hands trembled as I searched the folded schedule he had slid across the desk, the one I had pretended not to take. His next group session was circled in neat black ink. 
      








      The morning of the session, I almost convinced myself not to go. I paced the apartment, telling myself it was a mistake, that I had imagined the pull in his words. But every corner of the room reminded me of her. The coffee mug she used to leave on the counter. The cardigan still draped over the chair. Ghosts I could not silence. 
    


      
    


      By the time I reached the community center, my chest felt like it was carrying both grief and guilt. The hallway smelled faintly of lemon cleaner, the kind that promised freshness but never delivered. Outside the group room, voices drifted through the door, low and steady, as though the people inside already knew one another. 
    


      
    


      I froze with my hand on the knob. I had always hated rooms that waited for me. 
    





      
    


      The door opened before I could decide. Elijah stood there, calm as ever, his hand resting lightly on the frame as if he had been expecting me. His eyes met mine, steady and unhurried, and for a heartbeat I forgot how to breathe. 
    


      
    


      “Come in,” he said. Two simple words, but they threaded through me like a command. 
    


      
    


      Inside, a circle of chairs waited. A few people already sat in them, murmuring quietly, their grief worn in different shapes and shades. I could have turned away. I could have left. But Elijah stepped aside, leaving the path open, his gaze holding mine until my feet carried me forward without my permission. 
      








      I chose a chair near the edge of the circle, close enough to belong but far enough to escape if I needed to. The vinyl cushion hissed beneath me as I sat, a sound that seemed louder than every voice in the room. My palms pressed flat against my thighs, as if I could hold myself steady by force alone. 
    


      
    


      Elijah moved with deliberate calm, closing the door and taking his place at the head of the circle. He did not raise his voice, yet when he began to speak, the room folded into silence. Every eye shifted toward him, every restless hand stilled, as though he carried gravity inside his chest. 
    


      
    


      “This space is not about fixing,” he said. “It is about being honest. About carrying what we cannot carry alone. If you are here, it means you have already chosen not to drown in silence.” 
      








      A woman with hollow cheeks spoke first. Her voice wavered as she described how mornings felt like a punishment, how the world insisted on continuing without her. A man followed, his hands clenched so tightly that his knuckles whitened as he admitted he had not slept in weeks. Their pain filled the circle, raw and unpolished, yet no one interrupted. 
    


      
    


      I listened, my chest tightening with each confession. Every word scraped against the places I tried to bury, pulling them closer to the surface. Elijah’s gaze moved from speaker to speaker, patient and steady, never drifting, never rushing. When his eyes finally returned to me, it felt like a spotlight, and I realized it was only a matter of time before he called me into the open. 
      








      “Elena.” His voice carried softly across the circle, not a command, not a question, but something in between. My heart lurched at the sound of my name, spoken as if it belonged to him. 
    


      
    


      Every head turned in my direction. I wanted to shrink into the chair, to fold myself invisible, but his gaze pinned me in place. There was no accusation in it, no judgment, only the steady pull of someone who would not look away. 
    


      
    


      I opened my mouth, but no words came. My throat locked, my chest tightened, and for a breathless moment I thought I might shatter in front of them all. Then Elijah leaned forward just slightly, his eyes never leaving mine, and the room felt smaller, as if it were only the two of us. 
      








      “My sister,” I managed at last, my voice breaking as soon as the words touched the air. “She died three months ago.” 
    


      
    


      The silence that followed was not heavy with judgment but thick with recognition. A woman across the circle gave the smallest nod, her eyes glistening as though she understood without needing details. The man with the clenched hands looked down, his jaw tight, as if he were carrying his own unspoken losses. 
    


      
    


      I gripped the edge of my chair, forcing myself to keep breathing. Saying it out loud should have made me feel exposed, but instead a strange relief seeped into my chest. For the first time, the truth was not trapped inside me. It was here, in the open, and Elijah was the one who had pulled it free. 
      








      Elijah’s expression did not shift, but the intensity of his attention made my skin prickle. “Grief does not vanish when we silence it,” he said. “It waits, it grows, it presses harder until we cannot breathe. Speaking it gives it shape, and once it has shape, it cannot own you in the same way.” 
    


      
    


      His words wrapped around me, slow and deliberate, and I felt them settling into places I had not allowed anyone to touch. For a heartbeat I forgot the others in the circle. It was only him, only his voice, only the sensation that he saw me more clearly than anyone had since the day my world collapsed. 
    


      
    


      I hated that I wanted more of it. 
      








      The session moved on, other voices filling the circle, but I barely heard them. My pulse still echoed with Elijah’s words, each one beating against the walls I had built to survive. I should have felt exposed. Instead, I felt tethered, as if he had given me something to hold even in the silence. 
    


      
    


      When the meeting ended, chairs scraped the floor and murmured goodbyes rose around me. I lingered, uncertain whether to slip out unnoticed or wait for him. My body chose before my mind did, my feet carrying me slower than the rest, as if some invisible thread still bound me to the circle. 
    


      
    


      Elijah closed a folder on his lap and looked up. His eyes found mine instantly, and the faintest curve touched his mouth, not a smile but an acknowledgment. 
      








      I hesitated near the door, clutching my bag as the last of the group filtered out. The room felt strangely hollow without their voices, but Elijah remained, steady in his chair, his gaze never drifting from me. 
    


      
    


      “You stayed,” he said quietly. It was not a question. 
    


      
    


      I swallowed, unsure if I should apologize or explain. “I did not want to rush out.” The truth was simpler, but I was not ready to give it to him. I did not want him to know that I lingered because I felt safer in his gravity than in the silence waiting at home. 
    


      
    


      He rose slowly, gathering the folder in his hands. Even that small movement carried a precision that unsettled me. When he stepped closer, I forgot for a moment how to breathe. 
    





      
    


      “You carried the weight well,” Elijah said. His voice was soft, but the words struck deep, as though he had been measuring me from the moment I entered. “Most people hide behind small talk or silence. You 
      chose truth
      . That takes strength.” 
    


      
    


      Heat rose to my cheeks, an unwelcome mix of pride and shame. I wanted to deny it, to tell him it was not strength, only desperation. Yet the way he looked at me made denial impossible. It felt as if he were peeling back every excuse I had ever clung to, leaving me bare in the simplest light. 
    


      
    


      “I do not feel strong,” I admitted, my voice so low I was not sure if it reached him. 
    


      
    


      “That is why you are,” he replied. 
      



                                 Chapter Three
    


      
    


      The night air hit me like a tide the moment I stepped outside. Cool, heavy, filled with the faint scent of rain on pavement. I drew in a breath that should have steadied me, but his words still rang inside my chest. That is why you are. 
    


      
    


      Streetlights glowed in pale halos, stretching across the empty parking lot. My car waited at the far end, but I could not bring myself to move. My legs felt untrustworthy, my pulse too fast, as if Elijah had altered something in me I could not name. 
    


      
    


      I pressed a hand against the strap of my bag, holding it close as though it could keep me grounded. Yet even there, in the quiet darkness, I felt the weight of his gaze lingering, a shadow that clung to me long after the door closed behind me. 
      








      I forced myself toward the car, each step slower than it should have been. The keys shook in my hand when I unlocked the door, the sound too loud in the stillness of the lot. Once inside, I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles whitened, waiting for the trembling to pass. 
    


      
    


      The drive home blurred into streetlights and shadows. Every corner seemed unfamiliar, though I had driven these roads a hundred times. His voice clung to me, quiet and steady, as if Elijah had not stayed behind in that building but had followed me into the night. 
    


      
    


      By the time I reached my apartment, exhaustion dragged at me. Yet when I lay in bed, eyes open to the ceiling, sleep would not come. Silence swelled in the room, thick and endless, and I realized with a shiver that his words were not fading. They were settling deeper, as if they belonged inside me now. 
      








      I turned from one side to the other, sheets twisting around me, the air too warm and too heavy. The clock on the nightstand shifted from midnight to one, then two, then three, each hour dragging me deeper into exhaustion. Still, my eyes refused to close. 
    


      
    


      Every time I drifted close to sleep, I heard his voice again. Not loud, not commanding, but steady, the same calm tone that had held me in the circle. That is why you are. The words threaded through my mind until I could no longer tell if I was remembering them or if they were speaking themselves into me. 
    


      
    


      I pressed the pillow over my ears, but the silence underneath was worse. It echoed with her humming, the song that had once filled every corner of this apartment. Between the memory of my sister and the echo of his voice, I was left with no rest at all. 
      








      By four in the morning my body ached with exhaustion, but my mind refused to surrender. Shadows on the ceiling shifted like restless figures, and each time I blinked, I imagined his outline among them. I could almost see him sitting in the corner, silent, patient, waiting for me to acknowledge what he had planted inside me. 
    


      
    


      I whispered into the dark, as if the room itself might answer, “Why can I not let you go?” The words startled me, because I had never said them aloud, not even to the memory of my sister. 
    


      
    


      Silence swallowed the confession, but it did not feel empty. It felt like something was listening. 
      








      I sat up at last, my back pressed to the headboard, my eyes raw from refusing to close. The room felt too small, as if the walls had shifted closer during the night. I pressed my palms against my knees, rocking slightly, a rhythm to keep from unraveling. 
    


      
    


      Every sound carried weight. The hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. The tick of the clock on the wall. Each noise stretched thin until it became unbearable. I wanted to scream, but the sound lodged in my throat. Instead, his words returned again, patient and merciless. That is why you are. 
    


      
    


      It was as if grief itself had found a voice, and it wore Elijah’s calm tone. My sister had been gone for months, yet in the hollow hours before dawn, he was the one filling the silence she left behind. 
      








      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      By five the darkness felt endless. My body begged for rest, but every time my eyes closed, I saw his face. Calm. Unshaken. Watching me as though I were the only person in the world. The image clung to me, sharper than any dream. 
    


      
    


      I pressed my forehead to my knees, breathing hard, as if I could force the night to pass by sheer will. The silence pressed tighter, wrapping around me like a second skin. My sister’s humming haunted the edges of it, soft and unreachable, yet his words cut through even that memory. That is why you are. 
    


      
    


      The moment stretched until I could not tell whether I was awake or slipping into some fevered trance. I only knew that when the sun finally came, it would not chase him away. 
      








      Light finally crept through the blinds, pale and thin, brushing across the walls like a timid hand. My eyes burned, heavy with hours stolen from sleep, but I could not close them now. The sun had risen, and with it came the reminder that life insisted on moving forward, no matter how unwilling I was to follow. 
    


      
    


      I swung my legs over the side of the bed, the floor cool beneath my feet. My body felt hollow, as if I had left pieces of myself scattered through the long night. Yet beneath the fatigue was something sharper, a hum that was not mine, a presence that lingered in the marrow of my bones. 
    


      
    


      Elijah’s words had survived the dark. They followed me into the light. 
      








      The city was already awake when I stepped outside. Cars hissed along the wet pavement, shopkeepers lifted metal grates, and the scent of fresh bread drifted from the bakery on the corner. People moved with purpose, carrying their lives in paper cups of coffee and in hurried steps, as though the world had never paused for grief. 
    


      
    


      I joined them, though each step felt foreign, my body heavy with a night that had never given me rest. The streetlights clicked off one by one as the sun climbed higher, and still his voice lingered, threading itself through the noise of the day. That is why you are. 
    


      
    


      For a moment I envied the strangers brushing past me, each of them anchored to something ordinary. I wondered what it would feel like to wake up unburdened, to move through the morning without a ghost on one side and a man’s words on the other. 
      








      I pushed open the door of the café on Seventh Street, the one my sister had loved. The smell of roasted coffee beans wrapped around me instantly, bittersweet and heavy. She used to sit by the window with a notebook, humming under her breath while she scribbled ideas in the margins. Now the table was empty, but the memory clung to it like perfume. 
    


      
    


      I ordered a drink I did not want and carried it to that same window seat. The glass felt cold in my hand, my reflection pale against the city outside. Every detail of the morning pressed into me, the clatter of cups, the low murmur of voices, the hiss of steam, but none of it quieted the echo inside my chest. 
    


      
    


      Elijah’s voice followed me here too. It threaded through the memory of my sister until I could no longer tell which belonged to grief and which belonged to him. 
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      
    


      I wrapped my hands around the cup and let the heat soak into my skin. I tried to drink, but the taste was bitter and sharp, nothing like I remembered when my sister ordered it. Even the sweetness she used to add could not be found, as if the flavor itself had left with her. 
    


      
    


      Around me the café pulsed with life. Laughter rose from a table in the corner, silverware tapped against porcelain, the door opened and closed with the rhythm of the morning. Yet I felt apart from it all, as though a thin wall of glass had dropped between me and the rest of the world. I could see it, but I could not enter. 
    


      
    


      Elijah’s words echoed again, steady and low, a presence that did not need a room to survive. That is why you are. The phrase curved through me until my own thoughts no longer felt like mine. 
      








      The steam from the cup curled upward, vanishing before it reached my face, but I kept watching it as if it might take shape and tell me something I could not name. My skin still remembered the way his eyes had held me, steady and unyielding, as if he had seen through every defense I had left. 
    


      
    


      I pressed the rim of the cup to my lips, but I did not drink. The warmth against my mouth was enough to stir the memory of his voice, close and quiet, the kind of voice that could lean across a room and feel like it was whispering against my skin. I should not have wanted to hear it again, but desire can wear many disguises, and grief is one of them. 
    


      
    


      In that crowded café, with strangers laughing and the city pressing against the glass, it felt like I belonged only to the echo he had left inside me. 
      








      I closed my eyes, just for a moment, and the café slipped away. The hum of voices faded, the clatter of cups vanished, and I was back in that circle with his gaze holding me steady. The memory did not soften with distance. It sharpened, as if the silence between us had carved it deeper into me. 
    


      
    


      My breath caught, and heat spread across my chest, slow and insistent. It was not comfort, not even safety, but something far more dangerous. His presence had become a current beneath my skin, steady and unstoppable, and I could no longer tell where grief ended and hunger began. 
    


      
    


      When I opened my eyes again, the world rushed back, but it felt thinner, less real, as though the only place I could exist fully was wherever he was. 
      








      I traced the rim of the cup with my fingertip, circling it slowly, as if the motion could steady the tremor beneath my skin. The glass was warm, yet every pass of my finger only reminded me of the heat in his words, the way they had curled inside me and refused to leave. 
    


      
    


      The room around me carried on, filled with small lives and easy laughter, but none of it touched me. I was elsewhere, caught in the space he had created, a space where silence was not emptiness but an invitation. It pulled at me even now, stronger with every memory, until my body leaned toward it as though it could cross the distance and find him again. 
    


      
    


      The thought unsettled me, but I did not stop. I let it linger, dangerous and alive, until it became the only thing I could feel. 
      








      The thought of seeing him again settled into me like a secret I could not confess. It grew in the hollow places of my chest, curling tighter with every breath. I told myself it was only curiosity, only the pull of a voice that knew how to press where others did not. But even that excuse tasted false. 
    


      
    


      I wanted his eyes on me again, steady and unshaken, stripping away the weight I had carried alone. I wanted the calm that felt like power, the silence that felt like safety. My grief had sharpened into something darker, something that looked too much like need. 
    


      
    


      And once I named it, there was no undoing it. 
      








      I shook my head as if I could scatter the thought, but it clung to me like smoke. This was not want, I told myself. It was weakness, a symptom of grief, the mind reaching for anything that felt solid in the emptiness. I could not mistake his attention for healing. I would not. 
    


      
    


      I pressed my palms against my eyes until colors sparked behind them, hoping the pressure would force him out of my mind. Yet the harder I tried to banish him, the clearer his voice became, steady and patient, curling through the silence as if it belonged here. 
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