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​Chapter 1: Ghosted Love 

Elara stood in front of the mirror, twisting the delicate chain around her neck until it sat just right. She tugged at the hem of her sweater, smoothing invisible wrinkles, checking her reflection again. Her fingers lingered over her lips, brushing away the ghost of lipstick from her last attempt. Tonight, she told herself, she would look effortless but her chest still fluttered with that anxious rhythm that had been there every time she waited for Deon.

Her phone vibrated on the dresser. A text: Running late.

She exhaled sharply, one hand pressed against the cool glass of the mirror. Again.

The winter wind rattled the windowpane behind her, carrying the faint sound of traffic along Ashwood Street. Tires squealed against icy patches, a dog barked somewhere down the block, and the hum of the streetlamp outside hummed low and constant. Each sound seemed amplified, like the universe had arranged itself to remind her of how alone she felt.

She checked her phone again. Nothing new. Her reflection stared back, wide-eyed and tense, a mirror of hope tangled with disappointment. He’ll show, she whispered to herself. He always shows.

A sharp click of boots on the sidewalk made her heart jump. Deon leaned against the car outside, scrolling on his phone, one earbud in. He glanced up, nodded briefly, and mouthed something too quite to hear.

“Elara,” he said finally, voice lazy and distracted.

“Hey,” she replied, stepping outside. Cold bit at her cheeks, the icy wind tugging at her hair. She tucked a loose strand behind her ear, trying to summon warmth into her posture, trying to show she was glad to see him.

He glanced at the time. “Crazy night at work. You know how it is.”

“Yes,” she said, voice tighter than she intended. Yes, I do—but that doesn’t change that you’re late.

He shifted his weight, distracted again by a notification on his phone. He half-smiled. “Ready to go?”

She hesitated. The small gestures, the missing apologies, the way he seemed present in body but absent in attention it all pressed down on her chest. She wanted to reach for him, to bridge the space between longing and disappointment, but the phone in his hand was a wall.

Why am I still here? she thought, the question bitter as the chill in the air.

They drove a few blocks in silence. The city lights blurred through frosted windows, stretching into orange streaks against the dark streets. She tried to make conversation comments on a display of lights, a joke about the wind but he replied with monosyllables, eyes flicking to the screen, fingers restless on the wheel.

Finally, he sighed. “I gotta handle something. Now.”

Her hands tightened around the edge of the seat. “Already?”

He didn’t meet her gaze. “Yeah, sorry. Rain check?”

Alone again, Elara’s stomach twisted. The cold draft from the window seeped through her sweater, but the chill was nothing compared to the ache inside. She watched the taillights fade and swallowed the lump rising in her throat.

Back in her apartment, she kicked off her boots and let herself slump onto the couch. The smell of leftover takeout and faint perfume lingered in the air, a hollow reminder that she had prepared, hoped, and waited alone. Her phone lit up briefly with a notification, but it wasn’t him.

Scrolling through social media, each post of laughter, warmth, and connection carved the hollow deeper. She hugged her knees, chin pressed against them. Why do I expect anything else?

The apartment settled into a hush, broken only by the faint hum of the radiator. Elara pressed the blanket closer around her shoulders, trying to shove the echo of disappointment aside.

Then, just at the edge of perception, a subtle draft brushed her cheek—cold, deliberate, and almost sentient.

“Elara...”

Her heart jumped. The voice was soft, intimate, neither threatening nor fully clear. She sat up, eyes darting across the dim room. Shadows lingered in corners, cast by the flickering streetlight. Nothing moved.

It’s nothing. Just the wind.

But even as she told herself that, a strange warmth stirred in her chest, a pull she didn’t recognize. It was curiosity tangled with fear, anticipation entwined with unease. Something, she realized with a slow, shivering certainty, was noticing her.

And for the first time tonight, Elara felt that her solitude was not absolute.



​Chapter 2: Silent Cracks

Elara lingered in front of the mirror a little longer than usual, tracing the curve of her lips with her finger, smoothing down stray hairs, adjusting the fabric of her blouse. She tried to convince herself she wanted this, that she was excited to see Deon. The soft clack of her heels against the hardwood floor reminded her that she was performing a carefully rehearsed version of herself. I want to feel desired, she whispered silently, letting her reflection reassure her.
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