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We need to talk, not because it's easy, but

because silence has built walls between us. Vi
Everything we've buried, every hurt, every regret =
it's time to let it out. It might shatter us further, or
maybe it will mend what's broken. This isn't the
perfect moment, but there's no such thing. Our
hearts ache with the weight of unspoken truths;
let’s risk the pain to heal. Even if our words
tremble, even if our voices c***k, we'll face this
together. The scars we've ignored deserve
acknowledgement, the wounds a chance to close.
It might not end with forgiveness, but it will end
with honesty. Let's unravel the chaos and find
whatever pieces of us remain. Because staying
silent means losing everything, and we can't let
that happen.

Ryan leaned back in his chair, swirling the wine in:
his glass, the corners of his lips twitching with '
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Alex and Olivia in the corner of the hotel [e}

Their heated discussion had been simmering

minutes, and Ryan didn't need to hear every word
to know it wasn't going well - and that it was about 3
Estelle. Alex had always been skilled at managing
his emotions, but Olivia, who was flery and
unfiltered, didn't hold back when she was upset.
This allowed Ryan to catch snippets of Olivia's
raised voice. “..you can't just decide things for me,

Alex! | love her work, and I'm not changing my
mind!”

Alex, on the other hand, was murmuring in a

controlled tone, his words too low to catch.

Ryan’s mind flickered back to their earlier
conversation - the moment Alex had dragged him
aside like an irate parent about to lecture their
child.
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agreed to come along? You knew she'd be

Ryan stared at Alex for a moment before :
shrugging. “No,” he lied smoothly, keeping his tone
casual. “l just needed a break, that's all.” |

It was a lie, of course. Ryan knew that Estelle was
involved. He had seen the profile, and although he
genuinely needed a vacation and some rest, the
only reason he agreed to escort Olivia was
because of Estelle. However, he wasn't about to

explain himself to Alex.

Alex folded his arms, his eyes narrowing,
skepticism etched into his features. "Well, you

should stay away from her," he said finally.

Ryan's amusement evaporated, replaced by
irritation, although he hid it well. “Excuse me?"




With that, Ryan turned on his heel before Alex

could respond, leaving his friend standing there,
fuming.

End Flashback

Ryan returned to reality as Olivia stormed off, her
heels clicking angrily against the pavement. Alex
remained where he stood, running a hand through
his hair with a frustrated sigh before walking
toward Ryan.

“Rough night?” Ryan asked, amusement lacing his
tone.

Alex shot him a withering glare but said nothing as
he took the seat opposite. He grabbed the wine
bottle, poured himself a generous glass, and
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downed half of it in one go. J.

“I'm. booklng the fnext flight out f
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glass down with a clink. His voice was quiet but |
held a dangerous edge. “You don't get to dictate
my life, Alex. I'm not a child.”

“Well, you're acting like one,” Alex snapped, his

voice rising. “Do you think I've forgotten what

happened? You almost lost your life because of
her!”

Ryan's eyes darkened as his anger surged. “I didn't
almost lose my life because of Estelle. | made my
choices, Alex. And even if | did, I'd still make the
same choice for you or Olivia without a second
thought. So stop blaming her for something that
wasn't her fault. Just drop it!”

The words hung heavy in the air, silencing Alex.
For a moment, they glared at each other, their

chests heaving with anger.

Ryan exhaled sharply, his voice steac
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bed hi coat, and walk
" as he tried to outrun the anger bubg‘i,lng
chest.

A few minutes later, Ryan found himself parked |
outside a very familiar building. He hadn't
intended to end up at Estelle’s shop, but his

restlessness had led him there regardless. Sitting

in his car in front of the closed shop, he felt a mix
of confusion and anger. What was he doing here? |
He had no plan and no words prepared -only an

overwhelming desire to see her.

The building was dark, the lights were off, and the
"closed" sign hung in the window. Ryan sighed and
raked a hand through his hair. He didn't even know

what he would say to her if she were available.

As he turned to leave, a car pulled up in front of
the building. His breath caught when he saw
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fumbling with her keys. Ryan hesitated for a
moment before stepping out of his car and

crossing the road to follow her.
“Estelle,” he called, his voice low but firm.

She didn't hear him as she was too focused on
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unlocking the door. As she pushed the door open

and stepped inside, Ryan quickened his pace.
Before she could close the door, he reached out,

placing his hand against it.

The sudden resistance startl dEs
burst of stren

I Ai'fﬂ RN
S Ay '-,?",,

. r
'y’ o

‘v' N , 4 B

gth.rsh,.ie‘;éf; noved



|
i

, Estellel” Ryan t

and clutching his nose as pain shot through

‘The sound of his voice made her freeze. She ?

flipped the light on, then swung the door open, her
wide eyes meeting his.

"Ryan?"
“Yeah, Ryan," he grumbled sarcastically, lowering

his hand to reveal his slightly reddened face. “Was

it really necessary to slam the door on me?”

“I—I thought you were a burglar!” she stammered,
her voice tinged with both guilt and confusion.

“A burglar? At this hour?” Ryan raised a brow,

stepping inside without waiting for an invitation.

Estelle's cheeks flushed with embarrassment as

she turned around. “What are you doing here?”

" could ask you the same thing? he shot back,his
tone sharp but not unkind.

“That's none of your busine
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her body. “I'm perfectly capable of taking cafr

myself,” she snapped. She hadn't planned on 2
being out this late, especially in her nightdress. It ' ‘
was an impromptu decision when she realized she
hadn't brought her sketchbook and other

necessary documents needed to work overnight.
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“Clearly,” he said dryly, gesturing to his face.

Her face flushed red with embarrassment and
guilt at the sight of his red nose. Serves him right
for sneaking up on her at such a late hour. “Why

are you even here?” she demanded.
“Because we need to talk,” was his response.

Estelle hesitated, her fingers tightening around the
edge of her dress. “About what?”

“About everything,” he said simply, his gaze
unwavering. by

E For a moment, Estelle felt ve
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