burn within you. Say these trembling hands mean
nothing, that my touch doesn’t echo in your soul.
Deny the way your breath hitches, how your heart
races when we're this close. Tell me the ache in
your chest s just a passing breeze, not a storm
I've stirred. Lie to me, say the memories of us
don't haunt you when the world quiets. Whisper
that you feel nothing, though your silence screams
the truth. Convince me this gravity between us is
an illusion, not fate’s cruel pull. Tell me you've
forgotten, even as your tears betray the words you
won't speak. Pretend I'm no longer yours, and I'll
pretend you're no longer mine. But know, deep
down, the truth will still bind us—unspoken, but
unbroken.

The shop was quiet, the kind of silence that
pressed down heavily, the tension thick enough to

cut with a knife. Ryan leaned against the counter
his arms folded tightly across his chest, his




Estelle’s breath hitched, guilt flickering across her
face. Even though she knew a day like this would
come and had been anticipating it, she found her
tongue tied, her lips parted, but no words came
out. The guilt that had lingered for months began

clawing its way to the surface.

Ryan took a step closer, his jaw clenched. “I woke
up in that hospital bed, barely able to breathe, and
you were gone. No note, no explanation - nothing.”
His voice cracked, but he didn't stop. “Do you
know what that did to me?”

“Ryan, |—" she tried, her voice barely above a

whisper.

“No, let me finish,” he snapped, his eyes blazing
with an emotion she couldn't quite place making
her flinch. “Do you know how it feels to almost
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lose your life for someone? To put everyf]'}ing,' ,

the line for them, only to wake up an

couldn't even wait for you to open your ey
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~ throat was too thick.

“| didn't mean to hurt you," she whispered. |
thought—"

“You thought what? That it wouldn't matter? That |
wouldn't care?” His voice was sharp, but beneath
the anger lay something deeper, something
wounded which tugged at her heart painfully.

“I thought we had something, Estelle,” Ryan
continued, his voice dropping to a raw, guttural
tone. “| thought you cared. But you left. You

walked away like | didn't matter.”

Her hands clenched at her sides, her voice

breaking as she willed herself not to break down. “

| thought | was doing the right thing! You almost

died because of me, Ryan. | couldn't stay. |

thought leaving would make it easier for you. | 3
didn't know what else to do," Estelle ﬁnally;s’;@‘iﬂii bind » "
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her voice trembling. e

“Easier?” Ryan let out a bitter laugk
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nothing.”

Tears welled up in her eyes, but she refused to.‘lé_t s '“

them fall. “You don't understand—"

“Then make me understand,” he interrupted, his
voice rising. “Because right now, all | see is

someone who gave up when things got hard.”

“| was scared!” she shouted, her voice cracking as
she tried to hold herself together. "I didn't know
how to face you after everything that happened. |
thought leaving was the only way to protect

myself - and to protect you.”

“Protect me?” he scoffed, clearly in disbelief. *
From what exactly, Estelle? Because you didn't

protect me. You broke me.”

Her heart tightened at his words, and for a
moment, neither of them spoke. The onl
were the ticking of the clock on the wa
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fliyan'clbsed his eyes, his chest rising and falling
as he struggled to control his emotions. “That
word again, that damn word," he groaned angrily.
What do you think is the right thing?” he
demanded, his voice filled with anguish. “The right
thing would have been to stay, to talk to me, to let

Ads-free

me decide if | wanted you there or not.”

“I'm sorry.” Estelle said, her voice breaking. ‘I was
selfish. | was weak. | didn't know how to handle it,
and | hurt you in the process. I'm so sorry, Ryan,



T
) process her words. The raw vu

‘ 'énd sincerity in her voice chipped awaj"atg |
anger, leaving his heart aching and the urge to pull
her into his arms. ‘

‘I didn't need you to protect me,” he said quietly,
stepping closer. “| needed you to stay. | needed to

know you were safe.”

‘I didn't know,” she admitted, her voice cracking. ‘I
was scared, Ryan. Scared of losing you. Scared of

hurting you and everyone around me more.”

Ryan stared at her, his gaze searching hers as if
trying to find the truth in her words. Slowly, he
closed the distance between them, his steps

deliberate, his eyes never leaving hers.

“You did hurt me,” he said, his voice trembling. *

But | never stopped caring about you. Not for a

second. Despite being upset with you, | St-.,i_"
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was gentle almost reverent, and it made her w;
shiver. P‘j

b
‘Ryan..” she breathed, her voice barely audible, her
lips so close to his now that she could feel the

warmth of his breath against her skin.

‘I knew you didn't have the same feelings for me
back then. | understood that you were focused on
healing, but please tell me you don't feel this," he
murmured, gently cupping her face with his hand.
‘Tell me this doesn't still mean anything to you."

Her breath hitched, her hands trembling as they
came up to rest against his chest. “I can't” she
whispered, her voice breaking. But even with that,
she found her body leaning into his. That betraying
body of hers.

His thumb brushed against her cheek, wiping

away a stray tear. “Then tell me to stop,"he
SRR LT




~ her soft one? How could she stop when her h
raced every time she met his gaze? She knew
deep down she had long been attracted to him,
but she hadn't wanted to acknowledge the feeling.

Now, it was like all the pent-up emotion burst open
at just the slightest graze of his skin on hers.
Absurd, but it was the truth.

Ryan closed the remaining distance, his breath
warm against her skin. For a moment, the world
seemed to stop, their proximity drowning out
everything else. Their lips were so close, a whisper
away, and then, just as their lips were about to

meet, she pulled back, her breath shaky.

“I'm scared, Ryan,” she admitted, her voice barely

above a whisper.

Moments like that made her feel like a child, and
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that embarrassed her.
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