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I don’t remember how I got here.

That’s the first thought that claws its way through the fog in my mind.

Not confusion.

Not panic.

Something worse.

A quiet, suffocating wrongness.

The sheets beneath my fingers are soft—too soft. Silk, maybe. Or something even more expensive. They glide against my skin like they belong to someone else’s life. Someone who wakes up rested. Safe.

Not me.

I don’t belong in places like this.

My body feels heavy, like I’ve been asleep for days. My head throbs faintly, a dull echo behind my eyes, and when I try to move, even that feels... delayed. Like I’m not fully inside myself yet.

I open my eyes slowly.

The ceiling above me is white. Clean. Perfect.

No cracks. No stains. No history.

It doesn’t feel real.

I sit up too fast.

The room tilts.

My breath catches as I take in my surroundings—floor-to-ceiling windows spilling soft morning light across a bedroom that looks like it belongs in a magazine. Everything is immaculate. Designed. Intentional.

A room no one actually lives in.

A room that watches you back.

There are clothes laid out neatly at the end of the bed.

Not just clothes—mine, somehow. My size. My style.

Or at least... close enough to be unsettling.

A dress I would wear.

Shoes I would choose.

But I didn’t.

I know I didn’t.

My chest tightens.

“Hello?” My voice comes out smaller than I expect. Fragile.

No answer.

Of course not.

Because something is wrong.

Something is very, very wrong.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed. The floor is warm beneath my feet, polished wood that reflects just enough light to make everything feel staged.

Like I’ve stepped into someone else’s dream.

Or nightmare.

The door opens before I can reach it.

I freeze.

Every instinct in my body goes silent.

He steps inside like he belongs here.

Like this world bends around him.

Tall. Composed. Effortlessly put together in a way that doesn’t feel accidental. Dark eyes that find me instantly—as if he knew exactly where I’d be. As if he’s been here before. Watching.

Waiting.

There’s no rush in him. No hesitation.

Just calm.

Controlled.

Certain.

“Good,” he says softly, like he’s relieved. “You’re awake.”

My stomach drops.

He sounds... gentle.

That’s what makes it worse.

“Who are you?” I ask, my voice steadier than I feel.

He pauses for half a second—not surprised. Not offended.

Just... patient.

Like he expected the question.

Then he smiles.

Not wide. Not warm.

But enough to send something cold slipping down my spine.

“You don’t remember,” he murmurs.

It’s not a question.

My heart starts pounding now, fast and loud, trying to make up for the silence earlier.

“I asked you who you are.”

A flicker of something crosses his face—approval, maybe.

Like I passed a test I didn’t know I was taking.

He steps closer.

Not fast. Never fast.

Every movement measured. Intentional.

Dangerous.

“You’re safe,” he says.

And I almost laugh.

Because I’ve never felt less safe in my life.

“Where am I?”

His gaze doesn’t leave mine.

“At home.”

The word hits me harder than it should.

Because I know—deep in my bones—that this is not my home.

I shake my head. “No. No, this—this isn’t—”

“It is,” he interrupts gently.

Too gently.

Like he’s correcting a child.

My pulse spikes.

“You’re mistaken.”

Something shifts in his expression then.

Not anger.

Not frustration.

Something quieter.

More dangerous.

“No,” he says softly. “You are.”

Silence stretches between us.

Heavy. Pressing.

Unavoidable.

I take a step back.

He takes one forward.

“Everyone knows you’re here,” he continues, his voice calm, almost reassuring. “They know you chose this.”

My breath stutters.

“I didn’t choose anything.”

His eyes darken slightly.

Not with rage.

With certainty.

“Yes,” he says.

“You did.”

And for the first time—

I realize the truth isn’t just that I’m trapped.

It’s that the world outside this room...

will never try to save me.

Because to them—

I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

And the man standing in front of me?

He doesn’t look like my captor.

He looks like the man everyone believes I love.

And that...

That might be the most terrifying part of all.
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I don’t move after he says it.

You chose this.

The words settle into the room like something alive, something breathing just beneath the surface of everything I can see. They don’t belong here—nothing about them fits the soft light, the perfect furniture, the calm, controlled man standing in front of me.

And yet... they feel like the most solid thing in the room.

“I didn’t,” I say again, quieter this time. Not because I believe he’ll listen—but because I need to hear myself say it.

He watches me the way you watch something fragile that might break if you move too fast. Or maybe something unpredictable. His gaze doesn’t flicker. Doesn’t soften. It just... stays.

Studying. Measuring.

Learning me.

“You’re overwhelmed,” he says gently.

That tone again.

Soft. Patient. Understanding.

It makes my skin crawl.

“Stop doing that,” I snap.

Something flashes in his eyes—brief, sharp—but it’s gone so quickly I almost think I imagined it.

“Doing what?”

“Talking to me like you know me.”

The silence that follows is different this time. Thicker. Heavier.

Because I think... I hit something.

His head tilts slightly, just enough to feel deliberate. “I do know you.”

My chest tightens. “No, you don’t.”

A small pause.

Then, quieter, more certain: “Better than anyone.”

I take another step back.

My legs feel steadier now, adrenaline replacing whatever fog was in my system earlier. My mind is catching up, piecing things together too slowly for my liking but fast enough to understand one thing clearly:

I need to get out.

The door is still open behind him.

I notice it now—the exact angle, the distance, the space I’d have to cross. He’s close, but not close enough to stop me if I move fast. I think.

Maybe.

My heart starts pounding again, but this time it’s different. Sharper. Focused.

Possible.

“Where are my things?” I ask suddenly.

He doesn’t react the way I expect. No suspicion. No confusion.

“If you need something, it will be provided.”

That’s not an answer.

“That’s not what I asked.”

His gaze holds mine. “I know.”

Something in my stomach twists.

I don’t give myself time to think.

I run.

It’s not graceful. It’s not planned. It’s pure instinct—my body choosing movement before my mind can catch up. I push forward, aiming for the space just to his left, where the door opens into what I hope is a hallway, an exit, anything that leads away from him.

For a split second—

I think I might make it.

Then his hand closes around my wrist.

It’s not violent.

That’s what shocks me the most.

No forceful yank. No pain.

Just a firm, unyielding grip that stops me instantly, like I ran straight into a wall I didn’t see.

My breath leaves me in a sharp gasp as I try to pull away.

“Let me go!” I twist, struggling, panic rising fast and hot in my chest. “Let me—”

“Stop.”

His voice is still calm.

But it’s not gentle anymore.

I freeze.

I don’t want to.

Everything in me is screaming to fight, to kick, to claw my way free—but something in the way he says it... something controlled and absolute... makes my body hesitate.

Just for a second.

And that second is enough.

He steps closer, closing the distance I tried so desperately to create.

“You’re not ready,” he says quietly.

“Ready?” My voice breaks. “Ready for what—being trapped here?”

“You’re not trapped.”

The words hit harder than if he’d slapped me.

I stare at him, disbelief flooding through me. “You’re holding me against my will—what do you call that?”

His grip tightens just slightly. Not enough to hurt.

Enough to remind me I’m not going anywhere.

“You’re panicking,” he says, like that explains everything.

“I should be panicking!”

“Yes,” he agrees softly. “You should.”

That stops me.

Not the words.

The fact that he agrees.

My breathing is uneven now, my chest rising and falling too fast, too shallow. I try to pull my wrist free again, slower this time, testing instead of fighting.

He doesn’t let go.

“Please,” I say, and I hate the way it sounds. Small. Fragile. “I don’t know what this is, I don’t know who you are, but I need to leave.”

For a moment—just a moment—something shifts in his expression.

Not enough to trust.

But enough to notice.

“If you walk out that door,” he says quietly, “you won’t get far.”

A chill slides down my spine.

“Is that a threat?”

“No.”

He leans in slightly—not invading, but close enough that I feel it. The weight of him. The certainty.

“It’s the truth.”

I shake my head, refusing to let that settle. “You don’t get to decide that.”

“I already have.”

Silence crashes over us again.

My thoughts are racing now, slamming into each other, trying to make sense of something that refuses to be understood.

“Someone will notice,” I say quickly. “Someone will know I’m gone.”

“They already know where you are.”

My stomach drops.

“No,” I whisper.

“Yes.”

His voice is softer again, but there’s no comfort in it now. Only certainty.

“They know you’re here,” he continues. “They know you’re with me.”

“That’s not possible.”

“It is.”

I search his face for a crack. A lie. A hesitation.

There’s nothing.

“You’re lying.”

“I don’t need to lie to you.”

The way he says it—calm, assured—terrifies me more than anything else so far.

Because he believes it.

Or worse...

He knows it’s true.

I swallow hard, my throat dry. “Then call someone.”

He doesn’t respond.

“Call them,” I repeat, more urgently now. “Prove it.”

Another pause.

Then, slowly, he releases my wrist.

The sudden absence of his touch feels strange. Wrong.

I step back immediately, putting distance between us, rubbing my wrist even though it doesn’t hurt.

He reaches into his pocket, pulling out his phone with smooth, unhurried movements.

“Who would you like me to call?”

Hope sparks in my chest so fast it almost hurts.

“Anyone,” I say. “My family. My friends. It doesn’t matter.”

He studies me for a second.

Then he nods.

And dials.

My heart is pounding so hard I can barely hear anything else as he lifts the phone to his ear.

It rings once.

Twice.

Then—

“Hello?”

Relief floods through me.

That voice—

I know that voice.

I step forward, desperate. “Give it to me—please—”

He doesn’t move.

Instead, he looks straight at me as he speaks.

“She just woke up,” he says calmly.

A pause.

Then—

“Yes. She’s here.”

My stomach twists.

Something is wrong.

“She’s a little disoriented,” he continues, his tone almost... reassuring. “But she’ll be fine.”

I shake my head, panic rising again. “No—no, that’s not—give me the phone—”

He ends the call.

Just like that.

The silence that follows is deafening.

“What did you just do?” My voice is barely steady.

He slips the phone back into his pocket.

“They’re not coming for you.”

The hope that flared inside me moments ago collapses completely.

“No,” I whisper, backing away. “No, they didn’t understand—call them again—”

“They understood perfectly.”

I stare at him, my chest tightening, breathing turning shallow again.

“That’s not possible,” I say, but it sounds weaker now. Less certain.

He watches me for a long moment.

Then, softly—

“They think you’re exactly where you want to be.”

Something inside me cracks.

Not loudly.

Not all at once.

But enough to feel it.

Because deep down—

beneath the fear, beneath the confusion—

a single, terrifying thought begins to form:

What if he’s not lying?

What if somehow...

the world really does believe this?

And if they do—

then there’s no one coming.

No one looking.

No one to save me.

And the man standing in front of me?

He doesn’t look worried.

He doesn’t look rushed.

He looks like someone who knows...

I’m not going anywhere.
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I don’t remember sitting down.

One moment I’m standing, my thoughts splintering into panic and disbelief, and the next I’m on the edge of the bed again, my hands gripping the sheets like they’re the only solid thing left in the world.

They think I chose this.

The sentence keeps repeating, quieter now, but sharper. More precise. Like a blade finding the same place over and over again.

No.

No, that’s not possible.

It can’t be.

“There’s a mistake,” I say, but my voice sounds distant—even to me. “They didn’t understand what you meant.”

He doesn’t answer immediately.

He’s still standing where I left him, composed, watching me with that same unreadable calm that makes everything feel worse.

Because panic feeds on reaction.

And he gives me none.

“You’re trying to make sense of something that feels impossible,” he says after a moment.

I laugh under my breath, but there’s no humor in it. “Feels impossible?”

“It is impossible,” I correct, my fingers tightening in the fabric beneath me. “People don’t just... agree to something like this without knowing.”

His gaze sharpens slightly.

“They knew.”

The certainty in his voice hits harder than the words themselves.

I shake my head quickly, like I can physically push it away. “No. You told them something. You manipulated it—twisted it—”

“I didn’t have to.”

My breath stutters.

There’s something terrifying about the way he says that.

Not defensive.

Not aggressive.

Just... factual.

“Then explain it,” I demand, forcing myself to look at him again. “Explain how everyone I know suddenly thinks I chose to stay here. With you. In a place I don’t even recognize.”

Another pause.

This one longer.

He moves then.

Not toward me.

Around the room.

Slow, controlled steps, like he’s giving me space—but also making it clear that every inch of this place belongs to him.

“You’re focusing on the wrong thing,” he says.

My chest tightens. “There is no right thing here.”

“There is,” he replies calmly. “You just don’t see it yet.”

Frustration spikes through me, sharp and immediate. “Then make me see it.”

He stops near the window, the light catching the side of his face, softening the edges but doing nothing to make him less intimidating.

“If I tell you everything now,” he says, “you won’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

“You’ll fight it.”

“I’m already fighting it.”

That almost—almost—pulls something close to a smile from him.

But it never fully forms.

“Exactly.”

The word lands like a locked door.

I push myself to my feet again, slower this time. More controlled.

If panic isn’t working... I need something else.

“Then start small,” I say. “What’s my name?”

He looks at me fully now.

And for the first time—

there’s something different in his eyes.

Something quieter.

He says my name.

It hits me like a shockwave.

Not because it’s wrong.

But because it’s right.

Perfectly right.

The way he says it—like it belongs to him, like he’s said it a thousand times before—sends a chill through me that has nothing to do with fear.

Or maybe it has everything to do with it.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” I say quickly, even though my voice isn’t as steady anymore.

“No,” he agrees softly. “It doesn’t.”

He takes a step closer.

I don’t move this time.

I should.

But something in me... freezes.

“You grew up in a house with blue shutters,” he continues. “You hated your room because it faced the street and you said it was too loud, even when it wasn’t.”

My heart stumbles.

“You used to sleep with the window open anyway,” he adds, “because you liked the air.”

My throat tightens.

“How do you—”

“You don’t like coffee without sugar,” he says, cutting gently through my words. “You pretend you do, but you always add it when no one’s looking.”

I shake my head, but it’s slower now. Less certain.

“No. No, that—people know things. That’s not—”

“You hum when you’re nervous.”

I stop.

Because I hadn’t realized I was doing it.

The silence that follows is suffocating.

My chest rises and falls unevenly as I stare at him, something cold and heavy settling deep inside me.

This isn’t coincidence.

This isn’t guessing.

This is knowing.

“Who are you?” I whisper.

The question is different now.

Not sharp.

Not defensive.

Afraid.

He doesn’t answer right away.

Instead, he studies me again, like he’s waiting for something. For me to reach something on my own.

“I’m the one who stayed,” he says finally.

The words don’t make sense.

Not fully.

But they hit something anyway.

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.”

Frustration flickers again, but it’s weaker now, tangled with something else. Something more dangerous.

Doubt.

“You’re expecting this to feel familiar,” he continues. “It won’t. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” My voice tightens. “What does that mean?”

He takes another step closer.

Too close now.

I can feel the space shrinking, the air shifting, my body reacting before my mind can process why.

“It means,” he says quietly, “that part of you already knows this isn’t wrong.”

“No,” I say immediately.

Too quickly.

His gaze doesn’t waver.

“Then why aren’t you running anymore?”

The question hits harder than anything else he’s said.

Because I don’t have an answer.

I should be running.

Screaming.

Fighting.

But I’m not.

I’m standing here, inches away from him, my heart racing for reasons I don’t fully understand, my thoughts tangled in something deeper than fear.

“That doesn’t mean anything,” I say, but it comes out softer now. Less certain.

“It means everything.”

The air between us feels charged.

Heavy.

Too aware.

“I don’t belong here,” I whisper.

His expression shifts again.

This time, I see it clearly.

Not anger.

Not control.

Something darker.

Something deeper.

“Yes,” he says quietly.

“You do.”

My chest tightens painfully.

“No.”

His hand lifts slowly—not sudden, not forceful.

Careful.

Like he’s giving me time to pull away.

I don’t.

His fingers brush lightly against my jaw, barely there.

And still—

it feels like everything.

I should step back.

I should stop this.

I should do something.

But I don’t.

“Your body remembers,” he murmurs.

My breath catches.

“That’s why you’re still here.”

Something inside me shifts.

Not fully.

Not clearly.

But enough to terrify me.

Because for a split second—

just a fraction of a moment—

it doesn’t feel like he’s entirely wrong.

And that...

is the most dangerous thing of all.
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His hand shouldn’t feel like that.

That’s the first thing that breaks through the noise in my head—the confusion, the fear, the slow, creeping doubt.

It shouldn’t feel... familiar.

And yet—

I don’t pull away.

The contact is barely there. Just the light brush of his fingers along my jaw, warm, steady, intentional.

Not claiming.

Not forcing.

Worse.

Waiting.

My breath catches in my throat, shallow and uneven, as my body reacts before my mind can catch up. Every instinct I thought I could trust feels distorted now, unreliable.

Because I should be afraid.

I am afraid.

So why—

Why does my body hesitate instead of recoil?

“Don’t,” I whisper.

I’m not even sure what I’m asking anymore.

Don’t touch me.

Don’t come closer.

Don’t make this feel like something it’s not.

His fingers still.

For a second, I think he’ll pull away.

He doesn’t.

“Tell me to stop,” he says quietly.

The words are soft.

But they land hard.

“I just did.”

“No,” he replies, just as calm. “You asked. That’s different.”

My chest tightens.

Because he’s right.

And I hate that he’s right.

“Stop,” I say again, forcing the word out this time, sharper, clearer.

There’s a pause.

A real one.

Then his hand drops.

The absence hits me harder than the touch.

Cold.

Sudden.

Wrong.

I step back immediately, putting distance between us, wrapping my arms around myself like I can hold everything in place—like I can keep whatever just happened from settling into something real.

“Don’t do that again,” I say.

My voice is steadier now.

Stronger.

I cling to that.

He watches me, unreadable again.

But something has shifted.

I can feel it.

“Alright,” he says.

Just like that.

No argument.

No pushback.

It should make me feel better.

It doesn’t.

Because this—this control he has over himself, over the situation, over me—it’s too precise.

Too practiced.

“You’re not what I expected,” I say before I can stop myself.

His head tilts slightly. “What did you expect?”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Someone worse.”

That almost earns a reaction.

Almost.

“And now?” he asks.

I hesitate.

Because the answer is complicated.

Because “worse” would have been easier.

“I don’t know,” I admit.

The honesty slips out before I can stop it.

And once it’s there—

I can’t take it back.

Something in his gaze deepens.

Not triumph.

Not satisfaction.

Something quieter.

“Good,” he says.

I frown. “Good?”

“Yes.”

That’s all he gives me.

Frustration flickers again, but it’s weaker now, tangled with something else I don’t want to name.

“Why can’t I leave?” I ask.

Not angry this time.

Not shouting.

Just... asking.

He doesn’t answer right away.

And somehow, that feels heavier than anything he could say.

“You can walk out that door,” he says finally.

My eyes snap to his. “You already told me I wouldn’t get far.”

“That’s not the same as can’t.”

My pulse picks up again.

“Then what happens if I try?”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

He looks at me like he’s weighing something.

Like the answer matters.

“You’ll come back,” he says.

The certainty in his voice makes something twist sharply in my chest.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is.”

“No, it’s not,” I push. “It’s a prediction.”

His gaze holds mine.

Steady.

Unshaken.

“It’s a fact.”

Silence stretches between us again, thick and suffocating.

I shake my head, stepping away from him again, needing space—needing something solid, something real.

“This is insane,” I mutter. “All of it. You, this place, whatever game you think you’re playing—”

“I’m not playing a game.”

I laugh under my breath, but it comes out strained. “Right.”

“You think I’d go through all this,” he continues calmly, “for something that isn’t real?”

I turn to face him fully again.

“Yes.”

The word is sharp.

Immediate.

His expression doesn’t change.

But something in the room does.

“Then you don’t understand me yet,” he says.

That word again.

Yet.

My chest tightens.

“I don’t want to understand you.”

Something flickers in his eyes.

This time, I catch it.

“That won’t change anything,” he says quietly.

The certainty in his voice is suffocating.

I look away first.

I have to.

Because if I keep looking at him—really looking—I feel like I might start seeing something I don’t want to see.

Or worse—

something I recognize.

“I need air,” I say.

It’s the first thing that feels real.

A simple need.

Something normal.

He nods toward the far side of the room. “There’s a balcony.”

I hesitate.

Of course there is.

Everything here is too perfect not to have one.

I move cautiously, my steps slow, deliberate, like I’m testing the ground beneath me.

Half-expecting something to stop me.

Nothing does.

The glass doors slide open easily.

Too easily.

Cool air rushes in, brushing against my skin, lifting my hair slightly, grounding me in a way nothing else has since I woke up.

I step outside.

The view steals the breath from my lungs.

The city stretches endlessly in front of me, alive and distant and completely out of reach. Buildings rise high into the sky, lights flickering even in daylight, movement constant and unaware.

Life.

Normal life.

So close.

And impossibly far.

My hands grip the railing.

It’s real.

Cold metal beneath my fingers.

Solid.

“I could scream,” I say quietly.

He’s behind me.

Not too close.

But close enough.

“Yes,” he says.

I swallow hard. “Someone might hear me.”

“Maybe.”

Hope flickers.

Dangerous.

Fragile.

I tighten my grip on the railing.

“Would you stop me?”

A pause.

“No.”

That answer hits differently.

I turn slightly, just enough to look at him over my shoulder.

“Then why are you so sure I won’t leave?”

His gaze meets mine.

Calm.

Certain.

Unmoving.

“Because,” he says quietly, “you haven’t jumped.”

My breath catches.

The words settle slowly.

Heavy.

I look back at the city.

At the distance.

At the drop.

My grip tightens.

“I’m not going to jump.”

“I know.”

Silence.

The air feels thinner now.

Sharper.

“Then what does that prove?” I ask, my voice quieter than before.

“That you want to live.”

I frown slightly. “Of course I do.”

His voice softens.

Just slightly.

“Exactly.”

A chill moves through me.

Because I suddenly understand what he’s not saying.

If I want to live—

then I won’t risk it.

And if I won’t risk it—

then I stay.

Not because I’m locked in.

But because I choose the only option that doesn’t destroy me.

I turn fully toward him now, something shifting inside me again.

Something deeper.

More dangerous.

“This isn’t a choice,” I say.

His gaze doesn’t waver.

“It is,” he replies.

My chest tightens.

“No,” I whisper.

But the word doesn’t feel as strong anymore.

Because somewhere beneath the fear—

beneath the confusion—

something inside me is starting to realize—

he might not be forcing me to stay.

He might be making it so...

I have nowhere else to go.
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The city keeps moving.

That’s what unsettles me the most.

Cars glide through the streets far below, people crossing intersections, lights shifting from red to green like nothing in the world has changed. Somewhere, someone is laughing. Somewhere, someone is living a completely normal day.

And I’m here.

Standing on a balcony that feels like the edge of something invisible, gripping a railing like it’s the only thing keeping me anchored to reality.

I’m close enough to see everything.

But too far to reach any of it.

I don’t turn around right away.

I know he’s still there.

I can feel him—his presence steady, unmoving, like a shadow that doesn’t need light to exist.

And somehow... that’s worse than if he were touching me.

“You designed this, didn’t you?” I ask quietly.

My voice barely carries over the open air, but I know he hears it.

He always hears me.

“What do you mean?” he asks.

I let out a slow breath, my fingers tightening slightly against the cold metal. “This view. This place. The way everything is just... out of reach.”

There’s a pause behind me.

“Yes,” he says.

I close my eyes.

Of course he did.

“It’s not a cage,” he adds calmly. “It’s a life.”

A bitter laugh slips out of me before I can stop it.

“A life I didn’t ask for.”

Silence.

Then—

“You did.”

My eyes snap open.

Anger sparks fast this time, sharp and grounding. I turn, finally facing him again.

“Stop saying that.”

He doesn’t move.

Doesn’t flinch.

Doesn’t even look surprised.

“It doesn’t make it true.”

“It doesn’t make it false either,” he replies.

My chest tightens.

“You don’t get to rewrite my choices.”

His gaze sharpens slightly, something darker flickering beneath the calm.

“I didn’t rewrite anything.”

“Then explain it!” My voice rises now, cracks at the edges. “Explain how I ended up here, in a place I don’t remember, with a man I don’t know, while everyone in my life just... accepts it!”

The words echo more than they should.

Or maybe that’s just in my head.

He studies me for a long moment.

And this time—

he doesn’t look calm.

He looks... careful.

“You’re not ready for that answer,” he says quietly.

Something inside me snaps.

“Stop deciding what I’m ready for!” I shout. “You don’t get to control everything!”

The air between us shifts.

Not violently.

Not suddenly.

But enough.

He steps closer.

And this time—

I don’t step back.

I should.

Every instinct is screaming at me to create distance, to protect myself, to keep whatever invisible line exists between us intact.

But I don’t.

Because I’m tired.

Tired of not understanding.

Tired of feeling like I’m one step behind something that already knows how this ends.

“You think this is control?” he asks softly.

“Yes,” I say immediately.

His head tilts slightly, like he’s considering that.

Then—

“No,” he says.

My breath catches.

“This is restraint.”

The word lands strangely.

Heavily.

I frown. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It will.”

That quiet certainty again.

Always that quiet certainty.

I shake my head, running a hand through my hair, trying to ground myself in something—anything—that feels real.

“You keep saying that,” I mutter. “Like eventually I’m just going to... what? Agree with you?”

His gaze doesn’t waver.

“Yes.”

The simplicity of it steals the air from my lungs.

I stare at him.

“You really believe that.”

“I know it.”

My heart pounds harder, louder, like it’s trying to drown him out.

“That’s not how this works,” I say, but the words feel thinner now. Weaker.

“It already is.”

Silence stretches again.

But this time, it’s different.

It’s not just fear filling the space.

It’s something else.

Something that feels dangerously close to... understanding.
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