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Chapter One: The Weight of Zero
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The apartment smelled like rain and cheap coffee—the kind of scent that sticks to the walls when hope has started to peel.

Elias sat at the kitchen table, the only surface not covered in "Past Due" notices. His tablet, a cracked-screen relic of a better year, hummed with a low, electric heat against his palms. He was staring at a zero. Zero words written. Zero dollars in the shared account. Zero ideas on how to tell Maya that the "big break" he’d been promising was just a ghost he’d been chasing in the dark.

He typed: The end was quiet.

He deleted it.

"You’re doing the thing," Maya said. She was standing in the doorway, her uniform stained from a twelve-hour shift at the clinic. She didn't look angry; she looked like a solider who had forgotten what peace felt like.

"I'm just thinking," Elias muttered, his eyes glued to the flickering cursor.

"You're mourning," she corrected. She walked over, her boots heavy on the linoleum, and stood behind him. She didn't offer a hug—that was too soft for a night like this. Instead, she gripped his shoulders, her thumbs digging into the knots of his stress. "You’re mourning a version of yourself that had all the answers. Let him die, Elias. I didn’t marry the answers. I married the man."
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